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THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

CHAPTER I 

Whether to take the big road that woiind roiind 
the knob or the much shorter footpath across the 
hill was the question. Mary Elizabeth stood at the 
parting of the ways and pondered. Each route had 
its drawbacks. The longer and more frequented 
way had late arrival and a sharp scolding at the end, 
while the path that woidd take her home in time 
for supper led up the steep hill by the "ha'nted 
house" and down again through the dark-green twi- 
light <rf the pine forest beyond. 

The girl stopped in her tracks and demanded an 
explanation horn herself. Was she, too, supersti- 
tious? Was she reverting to type? 

With a qxiick, determined setting of the mouth, 
she turned sharply to the left and took the way of 
the haunted house and the dark forest. The steep 
hiU at the beginning of her elected route gave her 
something on which to exercise her determination, 
and in a short while she had won the sharp acclivity 
and stood panting at the top. 

The height gained, however, Mary Elizabeth 
found herself in less haste to accomplish the rest of 
the journey. She was all out of breath, she ex- 
plained to herself by way of apology, so she scared 
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4 THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

the brown lizaxds oflf the nearest log and sat down 
a moment to rest. 

It was the month and the hour in which the earth- 
tints, from the dust of the wayside to the tops of 
the tallest trees, blend in a yellow monochrome, and 
the all-pervading sunlight turns to gold. It was the 
season when, her year's tasks at an end. Nature 
sinks back into a dreamy repose — ^to peace and con- 
tentment and stillness — ^in the arms of the living 
God. 

He was here. His feet were upon the moimtains, 
the very solitude and silence were eloquent of Him. 
Here could linger no imsightly thing. The oak that 
spread its branches over her, with its huge trunk 
gnarled and twisted and misshapen, had taken on 
an added dignity through its very deformity, the 
tangle of muscadine vines beyond had caught a 
wilder grace from the rending hand of a long-spent 
storm, and all aroimd, death and decay were trans- 
formed into things of beauty. 

The girl sat for some minutes unwilling to stir, 
and so quiet was the scene that the sudden barking 
of a squirrel startled her like an irreverence, and she 
imconsciously laid her finger on her lips as a few 
half-dead leaves relinquished their precarious hold 
on the bough above her, and dropped about her 
with a sigh. 

The spell was broken. Already the radiance was 
fading out of the atmosphere, the golden hour had 
turned to gray, and the shadows of night were lurk- 
ing in the deep wood places. 
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The girl staxted to her feet and with a quick step 
resumed her way along the brown footpath. The 
"ha'nted house" was still to be passed, and this 
was the very hour in which "White-face Silas" was 
wont to walk. The place lay but a short distance 
ahead of her now, and already its ghost-trees showed 
white through the brown of the nearer woods — ^here 
a glint, and there a glint; and, after a few paces 
more, spread out in full view the blasted grove 
whose spectral tree-trunks sentinelled a scene of 
desolation. Mary Elizabeth stopped short at the 
verge of the haunted groimd. The lines of deter- 
mination about her mouth had melted away. Mary 
Elizabeth had reverted to type. 

The forlom yard-space stretched out in front of 
her, but no soft pine-needles or drift of tinted leaves 
drew a mantle of charity over it; only the weed- 
stubble and fallen limbs of dead trees spread out 
before her. Gone was the breathing beauty of the 
living forest, the promise of peace in the silentness, 
the spirit of God in the pulsing solitude. The place 
was dead. The whole scene was dead, blasted, for- 
saken; for man and sin had desolated it, and neither 
man nor God would tarry there. 

A himdred yards in front of her, a little back 
among the blasted trees, stood a crumbling log 
cabin, dark, secretive, suggestive. The one window, 
with its every tiny pane of glass battered out, gave 
the house the look of a blinded thing. The front 
steps were rotting where they stood, and the front 
door, swinging precariously on one rusted hinge. 
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might conceal — ^any horrid thing. To the left was 
the well-house, an added abhorrence, a place for 
crawling, slimy things. One end of the rotting 
rope stiU hung from the windlass over the rusty 
. wheel, but the bucket had long since broken away 
and fallen, down, down, down — ^Mary Elizabeth 
started with a shudder as she f anded she heard it 
still, biunping against the caving sides. Just be- 
yond the well-house, in plain view, was the covered 
log pen in which Silas had kept his crazy father 
imtil an ice storm on the mountam had set the old 
man free forever. 

For more years than anybody had thought to 
compute. White-faced Silas had exuded this spot 
with his living presence. He had "entered" the 
land, it was said. Certainly he had built the log 
house on it. K he had ever boasted a second name, 
it had long since been buried beneath the contempt 
of his familiar sobriquet. Where he came from, no 
one knew. What his sins were, no one had been 
able to reduce to a definite statement. As far as 
Mary Elizabeth knew, he had lived alone except 
for the questionable company of the maniac, and 
had died by his own hand in the end, taking his 
secrets with him. And they had found him a good 
three days after the horrid deed, and had forthwith 
cut him down from the rafter and carried him oS to 
the grave; but the nights were not many, so the story 
went, before Silas was back again in his old haimts, 
whiter than before. 
Mary Elizabeth went over every detail of the 
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gruesome story in her own mind while she hesitated 
to pxursue a course that would, in its windings, bring 
her much nearer to the half-open, secretive door. 
And as she wavered and looked and listened, all at 
once, a white hand grasped the sagging door from 
the inside. The one rusty hinge uttered a harsh 
protest. Something was dragging it open! He was 
coming — ^White-faced Silas was opening the door! 

The girl staggered where she stood and laid frantic 
hold of a dead tree for support, but she uttered never 
a sound. The next instant, however, her vision 
cleared, and she beheld on the threshold of the 
haunted house a sunburned yoimg man who was 
very ap^>arently alive throughout the whole six feet 
of him. 

Obvioxisly he had not caught sight of her, for he 
now stood with his hands in his pockets, whistling 
with ail his might; but his tune had lasted for only 
a few sprightly strains, when he suddenly left the 
rotting doorstep and strode across the yard-space 
till he was within a few rods of where the astonished 
girl stood. When about twenty paces from the 
house, however, he paxised and whirled in his tracks 
to take a re-survey of the spot he had qxiitted. 

From her position as looker-on the girl scanned 
the stranger while he studied the premises. He was 
well-built, well-dressed, and clean-shaven, and car- 
ried his head up; and he was so big and strong and 
virile-looking that he didn't seem to comprehend in 
his aggressively material self even the making of a 
ghost. 
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There was nothing in that broad-shouldered back 
to make a girl afraid to pass within ten feet of it, so 
Mary Elizabeth started with quick step, mindful 
now that she must hasten on her journey. She hoped 
to pass unseen, or thought she did; but the swish 
of her skirts on the dry weeds annoxmced her move- 
ments immediately, and caused the stranger to turn 
quickly in her direction. The first look of keen 
auiosity with which he swept her seemed to the self- 
conscious girl to give place immediately to an ex- 
pression of something like astonishment. The next 
moment he looked away as if immindful of her 
presence, but he removed his hat from his head and 
stood with it in his hands till she had passed him. 

As Mary Elizabeth left the haxmted scene she car- 
ried with her four distinct impressions: The stranger 
was instinctively courteous, his trousers were well 
creased down the front, he was surprised at some- 
thing his second look had seen in her, and he was 
looking after her as she walked away. 

But in a short while she knew that she was out of 
the range of his vision. Then it was that she remem- 
bered she was alone and far from home, and that 
the night was creeping upon her. Her thoughts of 
the stranger became less and less absorbing as she 
penetrated farther into the twilight of the pine for- 
est and felt more and more the oppression of its 
abiding loneliness. Here were no romping squir- 
rels to keep one company, no fluttering, falling leaves 
to add a touch of cheerful color and soxmd to the 
whole, no ghosts to be exorcised by interesting im- 
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^ knownSy no anything but solitude and the shadows 
of coming night. The spirit of the hour and the 
place was upon her; her nerves, so lately unstrung, 
were tense and quivering again. A bend in the 
descending path, and the girl stopped short. Some 
fifty yards farther down the way, with his back 
toward her, a negro sat on a stone by the wa3rside, 
idly whittling a stick. No spirit of loneliness, no 
menace of coming night, no ghost from beyond the 
grave to face now! — but 

Without stopping for a moment to reflect that 
here might be no danger, without making an in- 
stant's effort to rally her courage, the girl turned 
in her tracks and fled along the way she had come — 
back to the white man's protection. 

But as she came again in sight of the haunted 
house she slackened her pace and tried to rally her 
composure. As she had desperately hoped, the 
stranger was still there. This time, he was trying 
to set straight the sagging door, so he did not hear 
her footfall till she was very near him. Admon- 
ished of her presence by the sound of her skirts on 
the dead weed stubble again, he looked up quickly 
and let fall the sagging door. A swift second fiance, 
and he was at her side, asking with concem: 

"Why, what's the matter?" 

"Nothing, nothing," the girl protested, uncon- 
scious that her white face gave the lie to her words; 
"but it's so late — so dark down there!" 

"Who scared you?" he insisted 

"Oh, nobody, nobody at all; but the pines are 
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lonesome — and— I thought maybe you wouldn't 
mind " 

"Why, I'm delighted. The fact is I was about 
to run^ myself, I'm that afraid of lonesomeness! 
Wait till I get my hat, please, ma'am." 

The "please, ma'am" condoned a something in his 
reply that was not quite satisfactory to the girl, and 
by tiie time that he had rescued his hat from a low- 
hanging limb and returned to her, she was ready to 
forget. 

"Honor bright," was his challenge on returning, 
"you did see somebody that scared you, didn't you?" 

"No." 

"Well, there's one thing you are not afraid of." 

"What?" 

"The old Bad Man that gets girls for telling what- 
you-may-call-'ems." 

Without more ado he quietly assumed leadership 
and directed her steps over the now no longer 
fearsome path as seemed best to himself. And 
Mary Elizabeth followed where he led, paused for 
the rough underbrush to be held back for her, and 
allowed herself to be jumped across the deep places, 
all the while wondering to what dim remoteness her 
recent fears had fled. The spirit of loneliness had 
deserted the green twilight, the darkness was not 
half bad after all, and the lateness down there had 
in some unaccountable way grown earlier. 

"You are not native here," the stranger said with 
conviction as he held a hawthom spray aside for 
her to pass. 
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'*Yes, I am/' 

He swept her from head to foot with a glance that 
brought the warm blood to her cheeks, and then 
added incisively: "Then this is the Looking-glass 
House." 

"Why?" she demanded, with an abortive attempt 
to return the all but impertinent directness of his 
glance. 

"Because here I find myself required to * believe 
seven impossible things before breakfast/ or, what 
is just as hard, to believe one thing that is seven 
times more incredible than anything else." 

"I can't help what you thhik about it, it's true. 
I belong to the hills — but I wasn't reared here." 

"Oh, that's the secret of it! Well, I fancy you 
w^re quite a small baby when your parents took you 
away." He was evidently ciuious about her history, 

"No," the girl answered ingenuously, "I was ten 
years old when I went to Mobile, and my father 
and mother were dead." They walked on in sflence 
for a few rods, and then she resmned with a strange 
frankness: "A gentleman — one of these people we 
call * philanthropists' — came on a prospecting tour 
through here about that time. He took me and 
educated me for a missionary to my people. Then 
he sent me back." 

"He shouldn't have done it." The man spoke 
with decision. 

"Why," the girl replied with an enigmatic hard- 
ness m her voice, "when you pay your money for 
anything, it's surely yours to do with as you please." 
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The man looked at her curiously and then asked: 
"And are you going to stay here?" 

"Yes " 

"HowloAg?" 

"Till I can pay back dollar for dollar of his spend- 
ing, and be quits with his solemn superiority!" she 
suddenly flamed out. 

There was silence between them for a few mo- 
ments, and then the girl burst out again impetu- 
ously: "But I don't want to! I don't want to be 
good. I— I " 

The stranger shot a quick, doubting glance at 
her, but the next instant the look in his eyes changed 
to one of quiet kindliness as he finished her sentence 
for her — ^'^ You want to be young.^^ 

The conversation had ^lifted easily to a topic 
that would have been held sacred from discussion 
between those of nearer acquaintance. The intel- 
lectual currency of strangers is necessarily in big 
denominations, lacking the small coin of the personal 
and the commonplace. 

The bend in the path disclosed no terrors this 
time, though the negro was still sitting by the way- 
side, harmlessly whittling the time away. A re- 
spectful "good-evening" from him as they ap- 
proached brought him to the man's attention. When 
they had passed, the stranger grew speculatively 
silent and for some minutes let the girl talk on 
imaided. At length he said, entirely irrelevantly: 

"I thought there were no negroes in this part of 
the coimtry." 
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"Only a very few," she answered. 

The pmes were thinning out now, and the long 
dip of the moxmtain valley was opening to view. 
The girl hesitated, and stopped. 

"I am not afraid now," she said; "you needn't 
trouble to come any farther." 

"You are not home yet?" 

"No, but I'm not afraid on the big road. Be- 
sides, it doesn't seem nearly so late, now that we are 
out of the woods." 

"We wiU go on," he said, with a quiet setting 
aside of her decision. "The next time you pass my 
house," he continued easily, "I hope you'll find 
some of the bushes cleared out of your path." 

"Your house?" 

"The one up there that I was inspecting." 

"But that house is " 

"Yes, and I have taken it, *ha'nt' and all." 

"But you are not going to live there!" 

"Indeed I am; I'm going to move in as soon as 
I can get it disinfected and cleaned up." 

"You— you ?" 

The stranger removed his hat. "I am John Mar- 
shall, of Birmingham, and I too am serving a term 
of erile. May I tell you that I am glad to find such 
a denizen as you in this worse than Siberia?" 

"My name is Mary Elizabeth Dale," answered 
the girl with a frank, direct glance. "And since 
you have to be exiled, I — ^am glad that you are 
here." 

His hat was off again. "Thank you," he said. 
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The conversation drifted into an easier vein after 
this, and they soon arrived at an isolated log cabin 
which the girl had pointed out to him as "home." 
Here, true to an inherited custom, the owner had 
religiously cut away all sheltering trees, leaving his 
dwelling exposed to the pitiless extremes of the suc- 
ceeding seasons. And here, as a consequence of 
bad cultivation, the true soil had been washed away 
and red gulleys had ploughed through the fair pros- 
pect, sapping the life of the fields. 

They had reached the gulley where the front gate 
should have stood, and the girl stopped and thanked 
the stranger by way of dismissal. 

"One moment," he delayed. "May I give you 
some advice you seem to be sadly in need of?" 

"Why, yes," wonderingly. 

"You mustn't go along these country roads by 
yourself. It isn't safe." Mary Elizabeth hesitated 
in embarrassment, and he continued: "Do you often 
go alone?" 

"Not often," she answered; "some of the school- 
children are nearly always with me." 

"You don't teach school? ^^ There was a note of 
sharp protest in the question. 

"Yes, I do." 

"Well, you don't look it" — then, whimsically: 
"Don't ever look it, hear!" But his face became 
earnest as he urged: "You are going to take my 
advice, aren't you?" 

"As far as I can." 

"But you must take it." 
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"Ma'y 'lizbeth!" now came in sharp nasal tones 
from the cabin. 

"Yes, I'm coming right now," answered the girl, 
nervously. "Good-night, Mr. Marshall — ^I'U try." 

When Mary Elizabeth entered the cabin, the 
board blinds had already been closed and a coal- 
oil lamp was smoking on the supper table. . A sour- 
faced old woman, presiding over a huge dish of cold 
pork and cow-peas, was flanked on each side by a 
hairy, black-browed man. Farther down the table, 
a little slim, yellowish, startled-looking girl dangled 
a pair of ineffable legs from a high stool and crammed 
cold com-bread and molasses into her mouth with 
both hands. 

Mary Elizabeth took her place beside "Surster," 
as the weird child was called, and watched the proc- 
ess of stuffing with interest. But in a few minutes 
she looked up from the child with a start. One of 
the men had precipitately shoved at her everything 
on the table, and was regarding her solemnly with 
great, prominent eyes, while his huge Adam's apple 
played up and down his scraggy neck with emotion. 
The others were feeding, in absolute disregard of her. 

"Thank you. Babe, but I don't think I'm hun- 
gry," she said. Then, catching the look of anxious 
concern in his ox-like eyes, she added hastily: "Yes, 
I'll take a glass of milk." 

As she replaced the empty glass upon the table, 
the girl gave an inward start and her erstwhile 
speculative gaze suddenly widened. 

"Bud," she exclaimed, addressing the surly man 
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at her left, "Bud, when a house has been a long time 
abandoned, how can a man get the right to take pos- 
session of it?'* 

Perhaps in her eagerness she failed to note that 
her abrupt question brought every one of her listen- 
ers to silent attention. "Who would have the right 
to give him permission?" she pressed. 

The man addressed growled out an imintelligible 
answer, but his gentler opposite interpreted: 

"The owner, Ma'y ^Lizbeth." 

Dashed by the surliness of the morose Bud, the 
girl was silent for some minutes, but then biurst out 
as with a sudden inspiration: 

"Aimt Millie — ^Babe — ^wasn't there a disowned 
child connected in some way with the haunted 
house? It seems to me that I remember hearing 
a long time ago — Say, did White-faced Silas have 
a son " 

She stopped short, for Bud had tumed on her a 
look which sent every vestige of color out of her 
face. Axmt Millie advised her sharply to attend to 
her own business. She looked to Babe for a gen- 
tle explanation, but he answered her never a word. 

But alone in her little shed-room that night, Mary 
Elizabeth utterly set at naught Aunt Millie's sharp 
advice. The good-looking stranger loomed big in 
the near perspective of her mental vision, and she 
was surprised to reflect that all she had really leamed 
about him was that he was John Marshall of Bir- 
mingham, and that he had taken the haunted house 
for an indefinite period. Who and what and why 
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he was, engaged her imagination through measure- 
less spaces of the dark time, but when she had taxed 
her faculties to their utmost, she realized that she 
had been utterly imable to make a place for him in 
the economy of this narrow life here. There was 
— ^wasn't there — a disowned child somewhere? She 
must find out at once. — ^But how? ^ 

Suddenly a bright idea came to her. She would 
ride Sulphurina over to the store next Saturday and 
ask Uncle Beck. Aunt Millie's snuff would be out 
by that time and the old woman would be glad to 
let her go. 

That much settled, the girl made a strong effort 
to compose herself to sleep, but other and more 
serious thoughts, thoughts which had been persist- 
ently with her of late, refused to be silenced. Rec- 
ollections of the grave-eyed, reticent man who for 
years had given her everything, except something 
of himself, came back to haimt her. She had 
thought of him often, lately, and those thoughts 
had stirred something within her that was strangely 
akin to pain. 

To-night she was xmaccoxmtably troubled. For 
the first time, she was imable to recall his stem 
features in thinking of him. The eyes were there, 
grave and imfathomable, but the face — the man — 
was lost. This was impleasant, and she made a 
conscious effort to banish the impression, but all to 
no purpose. The grave-eyed memory haimted her 
last conscious moments, and lost itself only in the 
oblivion of a dreamless sleep. 
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The next Saturday found Mary Elizabeth thread- 
ing her way through the gold-and-red glory of a 
crisp fall morning toward Uncle Beck and a solution 
of her little mystery. Life was kind to-day. Sul- 
phurina never once threatened to plant her forefeet 
in balking protest, and the weather, the radiant sea- 
son, and all the scampering wood things seemed dis- 
posed to make things pleasant for the girl. Then, 
some interesting disclosure must be awaiting her at 
the end of her journey, for Uncle Beck would surely 
tell her all about White-faced Silas, if she asked. 
With the exception of the silent, worshipful Babe, 
Unde Beck was the one person who had been im- 
f ailingly kind to her since her return to her native 
hills, and she knew that she could depend on him. 

Now, "all about White-faced Silas" would, at 
least it might, explain the stranger's reason for be- 
ing. K it did not, it would surely precipitate a 
critical discussion of him, and she could listen and 
learn much, without seeming to be unduly inter- 
ested in the new yoimg man. 

At this jimcture, Sulphurina plodded aroxmd the 
last bend in the road and, across the green tops of 
a yoxmg red-oak thicket, the little, boxlike, im- 
painted frame store stared, at the girl with mouth 
and eyes wide open. A rude interruption to the 
day-dreams of Sulphurina effected a quick abridg- 

i8 
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ment of the remaining distance and landed Mary 
Elizabeth at the shelf-like new-pine porch of the 
district store. 

The familiar Saturday loxmgers were already 
there. Several young men were pitching horse- 
shoes in the dusty space in front and wrangling good- 
naturedly at each successive throw. Some three 
or four older men, stoop-shouldered, gaimt, and 
tanned, stretched their thin jeans-covered legs on 
the porch, and chewed and spat in solenm conclave. 
The ubiquitous small boy, clad in blue "overalls" 
which were patently over nothing in the world but 
the boy, was arranging a fight between two cur 
dogs on the steps. Uncle Beck, store-keeper and 
postmaster and cross-roads wit, was dispensing gos- 
sip and hospitality to another group inside. 

" 'Light an' hitch, Ma'y 'Lizbeth," he called out 
cheerily as the girl rode up. "Come in, honey, 
come in. Hold that thar hoss, Lem — ^whar's your 
manners this momin'? Lord, but you're lookin' 
purty, gal. Ef I was about forty year yoimger, 
Babe Davis would have to hxunp hisself, he would!" 

When Mary Elizabeth entered, there was an un- 
easy, shuffling giving-back of the group inside, 
accompanied by a roxmd-robin stare and a sudden 
cessation of talk. 

A long, merry-eyed, bronze-faced man shambled 
forward hospitably and answered the girl's cheery, 
"How are you this morning, Uncle Beck?" with: 

"Fine, honey, fine; ef I was any better I jes 
couldn't stand hit." 
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With a flourish of what stands for courtUness in 
the hills, Uncle Beck **made her acquainted" with 
the half-dozen others who responded to her greeting 
with the shy but independent bearing that the girl 
had come to recognize as characteristic. In that 
one minute, however, it became apparent that a 
segregating element had been introduced into the 
erstwhile imified group, so Uncle Beck, after a few 
more kindly phrases, introduced Mary Elizabeth to 
his combination clerk-and-stable-boy as the "Queen 
of Sheeby," with the order that she be given the 
whole store, and himself set about repairing the 
break in the flow of neighborhood gossip. He 
draped his loose frame over a split-bottomed chair, 
and soon had his little group talking easily, if more 
quietly, again. This was just what the girl wished, 
so she took a seat on a cracker-box, with her back 
to the loungers, and examined bolt after bolt pf 
blue and red calico with lingering indecision, all 
the while keeping her ears open and her imderstand- 
ing alert. 

"No, sir-ee," it was Uncle Beck's voice speaking, 
"he didn't bring His-High-an'-Mightiness down here 
to do his own pickin', but he jes sent that thar man 
of his with a roll o' money as big as my arm. An' 
ef you'll b'lieve me, the feller come mighty nigh 
buyin' out my whole stock. Why, canned simmons 
ain't no more to him than sweet pertaters, an' he 
jes perched hisse'f a-straddle of a pile of our best 
jeans breeches an' waved his hand at the shelf o' 
peaches an' pineapples an' he says, say^ 'e, *I'll take 
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all you got left of that thai swill, pardner/ After I 
had done got aU his money, I passed a compliment 
on him he didn't seem to 'predate." Uncle Beck 
chuckled, and the expected question came: 

"What'dyousay?" 

"Why, I up an' says, says I, 'Sonny, you have 
got a 'complishment what I ain't never met up with 
before — ^you air the fust mortal man I ever see 
what could strut settin' down!' " 

After the slow, solemn chuckle had subsided, a 
strange voice questioned: 

"Wa-al, Beck, Minervy told me that she had 
heerd that you said the feller's boss actually bought 
curtains for his winders. Is that so?^^ 

"So? Of course hit's so! By gum, didn't we 
nearly have to tear up the whole establishment to 
please him?" 

"The man what hangs ciuiains to his winders 
has got somethin^ to hidel^^ From the direction and 
the timbre of the voice Mary Elizabeth judged that 
the molasses barrel had delivered itself. 

"You never said a truer word, Shan Thaggin," 
put in another. "For my part I don't put any too 
much trust in a man what can live in a ha'nted 
house. Seems like to me that this here neighbor- 
hood has had enough trouble along o' that place o' 
Silas's, 'thout gittin' mixed up with 'spicious char- 
acters nobody can't find out a dum thing about." 

"Wa-al, I never was one to balk at a bridge when 
I got to hit, but I don't cross beforehand, neither, 
so I'm for waitin' till we git thar." 
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There was a finality in Unde Beck's tone that 
caused Mary ElizabeUi to fear he was about to 
change the subject, so she turned aroxmd quickly 
with the question: 

"Uncle Beck, did White-faced Silas leave any 
chfldren?" 

A second of dead silence threw the question into 
bold relief, but the next minute Uncle Beck gathered 
his long legs under him noisily, rose to his feet, and 
walked squarely up to the questioning girl. 

**Ma'y 'Lizbeth, stick out your tongue. Ah, ha!'' 
— after she had complied — "jes what I 'lowed. 
Hit's your liver, child. That's what's makin' your 
'magination git the best of you. Now you go home, 
and to-night you take an' take a dost o' calomel. 
Jes about as much as you kin pile on a dime — " A 
smothered laugh from the others broke into Uncle 
Beck's directions, and somebody called out: 

"Ast Shan Thaggin how much!" 

" Don't min' them — " Uncle Beck was answering 
the sudden flush that overspread the girl's face. 
''The joke's on Shan. That's him over thar on the 
'lasses bar'l, leastways that's what's left of him. 
The boys is laughin' at him all on accoimt of a per- 
fectly nachul mistake." Unde Beck squared him- 
self about for a narrative, and the crowd smiled ex- 
pectantly — ^aU except the mossy-looking, bow-legged 
figure on the molasses barrel. He dropped his head 
sheepishly. 

"You see hit was this a-way," continued the old 
man after he had made sure of an attentive audi- 
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ence: "Shan had been mopin' round here kinder 
lopsided for weeks, an' he got tur'ble skeered he 
had caught the blind staggers, so I up an' diagnosed 
him. I found hit to be a clear case o' bile, so I told 
him to take jes p'intedly what I told you. Now 
Shan didn't have no dime piece, but he had the 
change for hit, an' he follered the perscription ac- 
cordin' to the best of his lights." 

"An' they do say hit lamt him a lesson," broke 
in one of the listeners. 

"Wa-al, Shan ain't no scholard yit, but, by gosh, 
he knows the diff 'rence 'tween a dime an' two nickles, 
all right! Say, Shan, hit ain't sence you took the 
calomel that you 'fused to send Tony to look for a 
bee-tree on the right-hand side o' the big road 'cause 
he was left-handed, is it?" 

"Uncle Beck, you haven't answered my question 
yet." Mary Elizabeth stepped forward, and pur- 
posely diverted the attention of the laughing group 
from the shamefaced figure on the molasses barrel. 

"Your question? Land save us! What ques- 
tion, child?" 

"Did White-faced Silas leave any children?" 
Again a momentary quiet fixed the group, then Uncle 
Beck drawled with deliberation: 

"*Did White-face Silas leave any childem?' you 
say. ^ Leave chUdernT Wa-al, child, all I got to say 
is that the only offspring Silas was harborin' endur- 
in' my knowledge of him was seven devils, an' hit's 
mostly considered hereabouts that he took them 
with him when he left." 
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The unusual sound of a brisk, light step on the 
porch attracted everybody's attention, and Mary 
Elizabeth txuned to see a smug-faced yoimg man, 
clad in an impertinently new "store-bought" suit 
and wearing a bright-red tie, strut in. 

"Well, old cuckle-burr, got anything fit for me to 
eat this momin'?*' he demanded. 

Uncle Beck grew reflective as a roll of bills was 
ostentatiously spread out on the' coimter, but a 
black-browed native plucked the store-keeper by the 
coat and said distinctly: 

"Beck, thar's a sack o* new oats out thar on my 
wagin.'' 

The yoimg man opened his mouth, but shut it 
again, and txuned to the proprietor, at the same 
time laying a queer, antiquated-looking pistol on 
the coimter in front of him. 

"I keep this as a kinder little souvenir," he said. 
"My grandfather carried it in the war, and I always 
like to show it to my friends." 

Uncle Beck quieted the crowd with a swift glance, 
and then said, with cheerful interest, as he adjusted 
his spectacles and leaned over the weapon: 

"Carried it in the war, did he? Lord, but hit 
ain't no wonder we got licked ! Now, sonny, * souve- 
nirs ' is valuable an' oughtn't to be left layin' around. 
You jes put this one back in your jeans — ^hit'll be 
safer." 

The young bully caught the full meaning of the 
other's straight look and followed his advice, if a 
trifle slowly. Then the others began to talk among 
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themselves with quiet restraint, Mary Elizabeth 
watching both groups with her heart in her mouth. 
After about ten minutes' bargaining, however, in 
which he proved the mettle of both Uncle Beck's 
and the stable-boy's patience, the aggressive new- 
comer grew loquacious again. 

"What's them new-fangled lookin' slats?" he de- 
manded, as a drove of lean, long-snouted hogs came 
squealing up to the side door. 

"Them, sonny? JThem's *razor-backs.' We call 
'em^that 'cause they're sharp enough to keep out o' 
trouble." 

"And what in hell-and-high-water do you keep 'em 
for?"— He was plainly determined to be disagree- 
able. 

Uncle Beck scratched the scant beard imder his 
chin, and repKed with childlike blandness: 

"We — ^we keeps 'em to fight with, sonny." 

"The distinguishin' trait of a hog o' that kind is 
that he^s middlin' poKte." It was the black-browed 
native speaking again. Mary Elizabeth sent a 
glance over the man's powerful frame and set face, 
and decided that here was a man who would make 
a dangerous enemy. 

"Who is he?" she whispered to the boy. 

"Who, hun? That's Trav Williams, an' he don't 
take nothin' ofiE'n nobody," was the comforting re- 
ply. 

"Are you going to live here?" Mary Elizabeth 
asked the question as an excuse to come forward and 
stand between Trav Williams and the reckless new- 
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comer, for there was ominous silence between them. 

"What?" exclaimed the yoimg fellow, taking her 
in from head to foot with a stare of impertinent 
approval. "No, ma'am, I'll be through here to-mor- 
row — ^then me for Birmingham, and the boss can 
have the scenery to himself!" 

"Is he lookin' for trouble?" The query came 
from Trav Williams. 

"Well, don't you give yourself no imeasiness. If 
he is, he's the stuff to find it all right, all right." 

"Will you get my horse for me? I see she has 
strayed off." 

"Charmed, miss!" The bully forgot his brewing 
quarrel in his gallantry, and was soon at cooling dis- 
tance, out in the open, leading the captured Sul- 
phurina to the edge of tiie porch. 

Uncle Beck followed Mary Elizabeth to her mount, 
and as they went she whispered: 

"Make him go home, hear!" 

"I will, child, an' you are wuth your weight in 
Arbuckle's coffee." When she was comfortably 
seated on Sulphiuina's broad back with her foot in 
the stirrup, she looked straight into the old man's 
clear eyes and asked: 

"Uncle Beck, what made you all look at each 
other so quickly when I ask^ about White-faced 
Silas?" 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth" — and his tone was at once a 
protest and a caress — "hit weren't to say exactly 
* proper' for a yoimg woman to be astin' questions 
about ha'nts." 
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The girl leaned forward and placed her hand firmly 
on his shoulder. 

"Don't you know you can't fool me?" she de- 
manded. 

"La, honey, I've fooled likelier gals than you." 
Then seriously: "Now look a-here, Ma'y 'Lizbeth, 
you go home an' stop 'maginin' 'bout things you 
ain't got nothin' to do with. Ef White-face Silas 
air a proper subject for you to be talkin' 'bout, he 
certainly ain't a popular one, so you keep yoiu: 
mouth off'n him. — Child," he continued more gen- 
tly, "jes because your Unde Beck don't want you 
mixin' up with things that wouldn't do you no good, 
ain't no sign he wouldn't fight for you ef you needed 
him." A laughing call from the store broke in, and 
Uncle Beck dismissed her with: 

"Good-by, gal; take care o' yourself." 

Sulphiuina became brisk and cheerful as soon as 
she was headed toward home, but her good spirits 
were quickly dashed, for the young rider suddenly 
took a crotchety notion and fairly dragged her into 
a rocky bridle-path that led almost straight up the 
flanking hill. "Stony Lonesome" was by no means 
an easy ascent for an old mare to climb, nor did its 
forest-clad sides offer any sort of trail that a yoimg 
woman riding alone should elect to follow; but 
Mary Elizabeth had lost something the other day, 
over the summit yonder, and she now suddenly 
decided to go in quest of it. 

Past the moimtain crest and half-way down its 
farther side, and the girl reined in her horse be- 
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fore all she had ever known as "home." It was a 
little tumbled-down, deserted log cabin clinging to 
and subsiding against the gray, crumbling rocks of 
the hillside, and nearly swallowed up by a rank 
growth of heaven trees and pokeberry bushes. 
Judging by appearances, it partly grew and partly 
happened — a. sort of f imgous thing, a product of the 
gray rottenness all around. 

How had the change been wrought? Once its 
door-way was wide and welcoming, its black rafters 
were high, high overhead. Once there was a sense 
of bigness and dignity and freedom here. Now— now 
— ^had the very portal shrunk? And could a man 
stand upright beneath that low, mean roof? It 
wasn't fair! It wasn't fair! Memory had broken 
her promise. The very moimtains — ^they that erst- 
while stood for the sublime, the imattainable — ^had 
by some heartbreaking black magic been trans- 
formed into low, commonplace hills. Lost! Lost! — 
the illusions of childhood — and never to be recalled! 

The girl urged her horse back along the path she 
could no longer see, unmindful now whether Sul- 
phiuina stumbled over bowlders that might have 
been avoided, or plimged knee-deep into leafy drifts 
of color, nearly flinging her from the saddle. 

She was young, and nobody had ever told her 
that the only way to keep the past is to turn one's 
back to it and resolutely face the future. 

"Aren't you riding pretty recklessly?" 

Mary Elizabeth hastily brushed the hot tears from 
before her vision, and saw, sitting idly on a splendid 
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bay horse as if taking a survey of the scene, the 
stranger tenant of the haunted house. 

He was regarding her amusedly as Sulphxuina 
stumbled toward him, but a surer look into her face 
seemed to embarrass him. 

"I beg your pardon/' he said courteously, as he 
made room for her to pass. 

Sulphiuina pursued her stubborn way, headed 
homeward now, and had gone several lengtiis beyond 
him when the girl, realizing that she had not an- 
swered the stranger's question, looked back. 

"May I come?" he asked, interpreting her back- 
ward glance, and the next minute he was riding 
beside her. When he at last got his steed's mettle- 
some gait reined in to suit Sulphurina's plodding, 
the stranger ventured, but with very apparent dif- 
fidence: 

"Let me tell you something. I'm going to rack 
and ruin here with nothing to do. Now, if you 
could manage to use me, if you would let me help 
you — ^in an)rthing that troubled you, you know, it 
would be a positive charity to me. It really would." 

If he had said anything else under the sim, Mary 
Elizabeth could have kept her grip, but everybody 
had failed her this morning, and — she dropped the 
bridle on the horse's neck and covered her face with 
her hands. 

"Why, child, what is it? Don't, don't cry!" He 
laid one hand on Sulphurina's mane to stay her 
straying steps and leaned forward toward the sob- 
bing girl. 
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"What is it?^' he urged. 

"Oh, nothmg, nothmg— just everythingj^ Mary 
Elizabeth sobbed. 

"Well, it's a burning shame, that's what it is. 
The idea of condemning a girl like you to this! 
And that's 'philanthropy'! If I had my way I'd 
string up every carping sentimentalist in the 
bunch." 

"Z)(w'//" she suddenly surprised herself with. 
"I mustn't let you talk that way. You don't ap- 
preciate — ^yov and I don't appreciate what he tried 
to do!" 

There was a slight sxuprise in the eyes of the stran- 
ger as he answered: 

"Oh, well, if you say so. But you can't stand 
this. It's inhuman, besides it isn't practicable, and 
it isn't safe. The thing for you to do is to go home." 

"I haven't any home." 

"Yes, yes, I remember. But why not get you a 
job within the limits of civilization?" 

"Because, because, somehow I belong to Mr. Fen- 
wick, and must do what he says till I can buy myself 
back from him by paying him what he has spent 
on me." 

"Now, if you only had some piece of property 
that would " 

The girl looked at him quickly, forgetful of her 
wet lashes. 

"There's a place here that was my father's," she 
said. "I have always thought I would sell it and 
pay Mr. Fenwick and be free of all this. But " 
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"Well, by George, there axe possibilities here, do 
you know! Where is the land?" 

"Over there," and her face lighted with excited 
expectancy as she pointed over the crest of the hill. 

"Oh, beyond the ridge! Well, I'm afraid not," 
and the interest died out of his voice. He didn't 
seem to see the look of heartbreak that swept over 
her face at his answer, but, all the same, he took 
the course that was best calculated to dispel it. 

"Come," he suggested, "let's ride along the sum- 
mit. The scenery is quite pretty in places." If 
his intention was to divert her, he succeeded flat- 
teringly as they threaded their way along the indis- 
tinct trail, and talked of many things. 

Mary Elizabeth's long experience under the dragon- 
like chaperonage of a girls' boarding-school had but 
served to heighten her natural curiosity in regard to 
the proscribed sex, and she enjoyed to the full this 
first perfectly free intercourse with a being who 
seemed to take a firmer, more vital, hold than her- 
self on everything, and. yet to be able to s)mipathize 
with her. Mary Elizabeth decided that she liked 
men. 

"Look," he suddenly exclaimed, as they came out 
on a bald knob that commanded a view of the whole 
narrow valley. 

"Beautifxil, isn't it?" she assented. 

"Oh, yes, quite pretty, but see that ridge over 
yonder? Now follow that line of hills — see? They 
make a perfect cup of this vale of woe of ours; and 
the only break in the rim at all is there to the left, 
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where Deer Creek tiimbles out into the world. By 
George, it's the prettiest proposition I ever got my 
hands on!" 

The girl turned from the "pretty proposition'' to 
wonder at the change in the man. The quiet self- 
possession, the almost cold reserve of his wonted 
manner had vanished. If there had been anything 
to cause excitement, Mary Elizabeth would have 
suspected the stranger of some such emotion. His 
cheek was flushed, his voice enthusiastic, his 
eyes were shining like a prophet's at the thing he 
saw. 

Her gaze followed the direction of his powerfxil 
outstretched arm again, and she said, wistfully: 

"Yes, and it's so peaceful. They are happy there 
because they have never been torn from their proper 
setting. Peace like that ought to go imdisturbed 
forever.'* 

"Are you talking about these blooming natives?" 

"Yes." 

"Well, excuse me! I'd like to — " he didn't say 
what. 

Suddenly the scene at the cross-roads store came 
back to the girl, weighted with portentousness. 

"Mr. Marshall," she broke in, "you gave me a 
piece of advice the other day. I wonder if you'll 
take a little from me." 

"You didn't take mine." 

"Why— I " 

"Resist the impulse!" he banteringly interrupted. 
"Now, as a matter of fact, you have walked hopae 
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from school alone twice since then — ^yesterday and 
the day before." 

"How do you know?" 

"A friend of yours loafed around the vicinity of 
the worst part of yoiu: route to see that the lone- 
someness didn't get you." 

A flush of pleasure crept up the girFs pale cheek. 
This also was a nice characteristic of the proscribed 
sex — ^this instinct to protect. 

"I didn't know that I had a friend," she said 
softly. 

"You have, or you haven't, as you yourself elect. 
K you will take me on my own recommendation, I 
shall appreciate being allowed to be your friend." 
He was leaning toward her as he spoke. Mary 
Elizabeth regarded him with open-eyed, frank specu- 
lation for a moment, then Ictoked to the distant 
liills for the inspiration of an answer. After some 
embarrassing minutes, however, she turned to him, 
still perplexed. 

"I — I— beg your pardon, but there don't seem to 
be any standards I can lay hold of," she returned. 
"You see, I have been in a boarding-school all my 
life, and, you Igiow, this would be very improper 
at the seminary." 

"You roomed with the matron, didn't you?" 

The girl's eyes questioned him again, then flashed 
suddenly. 

"No, I'm not sissy, either, if I did room with Miss 
Belle, and I'm perfectly able to do my own thinking, 
thank you I" 
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"Why, of course, of course!" He rubbed his 
hand over his mouth thoughtfully, and veiled his 
eyes from her indignant glance. Mary Elizabeth 
had just decided that he was not smiling behind his 
hand, when he said in a flattering, conciliating tone: 

"K I had remembered the independence of your 
people, I should have known that you would do 
your own thinking." 

A red glow spread over her smooth white skin, 
and the girl said, with pleased, hesitating embar- 
rassment: 

"I'm sure it's all right for us to be friends." 

"Thank you!" he said quickly, and she flushed 
again with pleasure as he uncovered his head. 

Mary Elizabeth suddenly remembered something. 
"Since we are friends," she urged, "you'll listen to 
my advice." Then, without any other preface, she 
told him of the incident she had just witnessed at 
the store, leaving out not a single detail, and warn- 
ing him against incurring the ill-wiU of the natives. 
The man listened in grave, attentive silence, and 
thanked her very genuinely, when she had finished. 

"Who is that man?" she queried. 

"Why, in real life he's my chauffeur. I brought 
him here as man-of-all-work, but I seem to have 
made a mistake." 

"You certainly have, and the sooner you get rid 
of him, the better it will be." 

"He has already served notice on me that he's 
going to leave to-morrow, and I shan't try to de- 
tain him." 
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"You'll miss him, won't you?" 

"Yes, he's a fair cook, but I've lived on light- 
bread and ants before." 

Mary Elizabeth was suddenly impelled to ask a 
strangely frank question: 

"You, yourself — ^you are friendly to them, aren't 
you?" 

The girl shrank inwardly as he stripped the bright 
leaves from a smnac bough with a sudden cut of his 
riding-whip. 

"I don't care thai for them!" he said. "Say, 
let's go to the faUs, will you? There's a short cut 
through here." 

But the girl laid a quick hand on his bridle. 

"No, no," she said with concern, "not that way; 
that's the graveyard, and we'd be sure to trample 
some of the graves." 

"And would that be 'bad luck'?" He smiled 
teasingly. 

"No, it would be desecration," she said. He 
turned his horse's head and followed her down a 
path of her own choosing. 

At the crossing of another bridle-path they came 
suddenly face to face with a rusty-looking native, 
moimted on a "flea-bit" mule. It was Babe Davis. 
Mary Elizabeth gave him a friendly greeting, but 
he hardly murmured a response as he took the flank- 
ing bushes to let them pass. 

"Your friend didn't seem very glad to see you," 
remarked her companion, after they had passed. 
"Look yonder. He has stopped stock-still to gaze 
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after you!" But Mary Elizabeth didn't look, and 
after a little, Babe Davis and the incident were far 
behind them. 

At the falls they dismounted, and John Marshall 
tethered their horses to the bushes and began to 
blaze their way to the best coign of vantage. Mary 
Elizabeth foimd a strange new delight in his mas- 
culine attitude of eagerness to serve. It was fun 
climbing down the cliff, supported at one moment 
and lifted bodily down at the next, and arriving on 
the table-rock fresh and unscratched, while this 
creature who took everything on himself showed the 
stain and strain of the double toil but actually seemed 
to enjoy it. 

"Don't you wish you were a girl?" she asked, 
when he had safely landed her. 

"Good Lord, n(?/" 

He held her while she leaned far over the ledge 
for a view of the faUs. Directly beneath her gaze 
the billowy white veil made a sheer drop of fifty 
feet and seethed and boiled in the lake below. 

"Oh, it's beautiful — awful!" she exclaimed, re- 
treating. 

"Twenty thousand horse-power at least." 

Mary Elizabeth looked at him wonderingly, but 
he failed to see the questioning surprise with which 
she regarded him. He was leaning over the cataract 
now, gazing down the ever-falling flood, and his eyes 
were narrow and intent. After a little he turned 
to her: 

"Look there," he exclaimed, taking in with a 
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sweeping gesture the narrow chasm; "this is the 
only break in the hill-line, and it could be dammed 
for a song." 

"Don't you admire beauty?" 

He turned from contemplation of their surroimd- 
ings and swept her with a glance from her crown 
of wind-blown curls to the bows on her shoes, and 
back again to the level of her proud, shrinking 
glance. 

"Exceedingly!" he said with emphasis. 

Mary Elizabeth all at once had a feeling that his 
eyes were less courteous than the rest of him, and 
she concluded she had been a little hasty in her de- 
cision about liking men. For the first time during 
their interview, the girl realized that she was alone 
in the woods with a perfectly strange man. With 
a sudden accession of dignity she inquired the time. 
... It was one o'clock — ^an hoiu: after Aimt Millie's 
dinner time! Mary Elizabeth paled. 

"I must go home at once," she exclaimed. "Oh, 
what made me do this! She'll be furious." 

They made a hasty return to their horses, and 
took the shortest way home. The stranger was so 
attentive on the way, and so confessedly repentant 
for having laid her liable to a berating from Aunt 
Millie, that they were quite S)mipathetic friends be- 
fore the journey ended. As they came out into the 
"big road," he said in the tone of one who is con- 
veying pleasant news: 

"I'm coming to visit the school soon." 

"Oh, no you are not!" she protested. "I — I 
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mean please donH^ I'd be so embarrassed — ^I don't 
know bow to teach." 

"Then you need supervising." 

"I don't care if I do. You shan't come, you 
hear?" 

"It's a public school." 

"I know it is— but " 

"WeU, I'm one of the pubhc." 

"I don't care if you are, you haven't any children 
to send to school." 

"How do you know I haven't?" 

Mary Elizabeth was left with her mouth open, 
and the stranger was looking at her with a perfectly 
grave face. An opportime bend in the road dis- 
closed the Davis cabin in the dim distance, and 
Mary Elizabeth reined in her horse. 

"Do you know," she said deprecatingly, "I be- 
lieve I'd rather you wouldn't come any farther — 
these people are so — so " 

"The world we have always with us? Not here, 
surely — but if you'd rather I wouldn't — " His eyes 
were frankly amused as he held his hat in his hand 
and reined his horse back for her to pass; then he 
turned rein and took a bridle-path that led sharply 
to the left. 

Mary Elizabeth and Sulphurina followed the main 
woodland road with a stolid deliberateness, but 
hardly a himdred or so yards had been accom- 
plished by the mare when her rider suddenly jerked 
her back almost to her haimches. Something was 
running through the imderbrush! 
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Any horse in the world but Sulphurina would have 
shied at this juncture, for the sharp crack of a 
nearby rifle suddenly split the air, and the next 
minute some half-dozen yoimg men leaped, scram- 
bled, or fell over the rail fence that boimded one of 
the flanking stretches of woodland, dragging what 
Mary Elizabeth vaguely guessed to be instruments 
for surveying. 

"'Over the fence is outM" laughed one of them. 
"Gee, but I'll not give him another crack at me!" 

^^Duckl Ee^s loading againl^^ exclaimed one of 
them excitedly, and before the astonished girl could 
realize what had happened, the whole party had 
scurried across the road right in front of her, pitched 
over the opposite fence, and lost themselves in an 
overgrown ravine immediately beyond. 

Mary Elizabeth startled Sulphurina into a hard 
trot with a shower of cuts from her switch, for, from 
out the bushes some distance up the opposing slope, 
had looked the sinister face of Trav Williams. 
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CHAPTER m 

On the Monday afternoon following her visit to 
the store Mary Elizabeth took occasion to walk 
home from school with the Thaggin children to see 
what could be done toward getting parental co-op- 
eration in her struggles to control and teach them. 
There were five of them, muddy-faced, but stub- 
bornly independent young souls withal. Mary Eliz- 
abeth, clear-faced, but stubborn and independent 
in much the same degree, walked with them now, 
and wondered if she could hope for help from the 
mother of such a brood. 

The girl was too yoimg to see that the qualities 
of character which made these children hard to con- 
quer were the very qualities which made her, the 
teacher, determined to rule her httle kingdom. She 
was too inexperienced to realize that this spirit of 
independence, so imiversally characteristic of the 
hill type and, in these yoimgsters, so aggressively 
insistent for positive expression, was the trait that, 
within herself, willingly sacrificed the outward sem- 
blance of freedom to its substantial, ultimate tri- 
mnph. 

In order to win back her independence, she must 
repay her benefactor, must "be even with him"; 
and in spite of her wild, rebel heart, a higher some- 
thing within moved her to accede to his terms, if 

40 
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with a grim submissiveness. She would not only 
stay here until she had paid back every dollar that 
she owed him, but she would do well the work to 
which he had condemned her. And again there 
stirred within her memory of him that indefinable 
something that was strangely akin to pain. Then, 
thanks to a drifting wood scent, the scene changed: 
She was being lifted down to the table-rock again, 
and the arms that held her were strong and reassur- 
ing. K there had been anything in that woodland 
interview which had been imwelcome at the time, 
that drifting scent of sweetgum failed to conjure it 
up with the rest, and only the charm of the episode 
remained. 

But it had had its sequel, and the sequel didn't 
turn out happily. Not even her sensitive imagina- 
tion had adequately pictured Aimt Millie's wrath 
at her over-late home-coming. She had hoped des- 
perately that the old woman would not find out 
where she had spent the morning, but hope had be- 
trayed her. Babe had asked at the supper table 
whom it was she was riding to the falls with that 
noon, and she had been forced to answer with the 
name of the distrusted stranger. The girl turned 
cold now as she recalled the effect of her words. 
Bud had dehberately laid down the knife with which 
he had been shovelling in his food and looked at her 
so long and so searchingly that she had risen pre- 
cipitately and taken refuge in her own room where 
only the tones of Aimt Millie's high-pitched, angry 
voice could follow. 
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Suddenly the chfldren opened full cry at sight of 
home, and Mary Elizabeth came out of her bitter 
reminiscences, back to the more cheerful present. 

Judged by outward appearances, the Thaggin 
home was a pleasant enough place to visit. They 
had arrived at the bars now, and the children were 
lowering them for the teacher to pass in. What 
would have been a lawn of blue-grass in another stage 
of civilization, was here a stretch of ripened com and 
pimipkins and cow-peas, but the prospect was not 
impleasing. 

The promise of plenty lent a certain homely beauty 
of its own to the surroimdings, and a fresh coat of 
whitewash on the big double log cabin differen- 
tiated it from the typical dwelling of those parts 
and made it stand out in almost manorial dignity. 

K the girl had been the Pied Kper of Hamelin, 
she might have been prepared for the sudden irrup- 
tion of tow-headed yoimgsters which broke out all 
over the place in celebration of her advent; but as 
it was, she was fairly taken aback as some seven or 
eight she had never before laid eyes on appeared on 
the scene, calling variously to eadi other: 

"Rim here, Ginny, nm!" 

"Here's de teacher!" 

"That's her, see her?" 

In the tone of one calling off the dogs, a woman's 
voice silenced the bedlam, and the next minute a 
large, gingham-clad, imcorseted woman filled the 
door-way. 

"Come in, miss, come in," she said cordially. 
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"You'uns is the teacher, ain't you? Wa-al, Tm 
Mis' Thaggin." 

" Yes, I'm Miss Dale, but I want to see Mrs. Thag- 
giri, please. May I?" 

"That's me. I'm her." Whereon Mary Eliza- 
beth was fain to accept the fact that the ample lady 
before her was the mother of this large and enter- 
prising family of children, and not the virgin soul 
her mispronimciation of her own title would seem 
to indicate. Mary Elizabeth recalled the stupid, 
ineffectual creature she had seen seated on Uncle 
Beck's molasses barrel, and wondered and shud- 
dered that such a man should be the father of 
children. 

The room into which she was ushered was freshly 
whitewashed inside, and the rough board floor was 
dean. The two ample bedsteads, in opposite cor- 
ners, were provided with immense feather mat- 
tresses which had been beaten to a stiff froth, and 
which now bellied out imder flaming bed-quilts of 
the basket and rising-sim patterns. From the pil- 
lows "Good-night" and "Good-morning" greeted 
the visitor in tones of turkey-red. 

A hoUow cough from the chimney-side insinuated 
a discord into the healthful harmony, and Mary 
Elizabeth's attention was attracted to a slight wraith 
of a woman who lay back limply in a homespim- 
covered barrel chair, but who kept a pair of pierc- 
ingly bright eyes fixed inquiringly on her. 

"That's Shan's ma; she's got the consumption,'V 
said the one who had invited her in; and as the 
girl went over to the sick woman and extended her 

Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



44 THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

hand kindly, the hostess added: '^Ma, this is the 
chillun's teacher." 

Instantly the old face hardened. "Who? Her 
that was ?" 

"Hush, ma! What you want to be rakin' up old 
trouble for?'' She shut up the old woman as effect- 
ually as if she had slapped her in' the mouth, and 
proceeded to dust with her apron a chair for the 
visitor, while she asked: "How you an' the chillun 
gittin' on?" 

It was the cue Mary Elizabeth wanted, and with 
only a fleeting wonder at the sick woman's porten- 
tous, if half-expressed, question, she turned to the 
other. It was no easy matter to perform the mission 
on which she had come, but it was one way of keep- 
ing faith with the grave-eyed memory that was now 
almost ever-present with her, and Mary Elizabeth 
went straight to the duty she saw before her. She 
delivered a roimd, imvamished tale of the various 
shortcomings of the various yoimg Thaggins, and 
then outlined her hopes for them and her need of 
parental help. 

The mother of the children felt the sincerity of 
the story and followed it with a mother's apprehen- 
sions and a mother's hopes. 

"I want 'em to do right, Miss Dale," she said 
when Mary Elizabeth had finished. "I can't make 
out what makes 'em so pesky — ^whether hit's jes 
nach'1-bom meanness or worms, but I'll wear 'em 
all to a frazzle to-night an' give 'em a copperas pill 
apiece, an' " 

"They're very good chillim, considering — " The 
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old woman stopped, but whether in apprehension of 
another extinguishing "hush," or whether she had 
finished her sentence, Mary Elizabeth was left to 
guess. 

"You, Tony! what you doin' to that thar cat?" 
the mother suddenly interjected as a feline screech 
came from the back porch. 

"I'm tumin' her a-loose, ma!" 

"Wa-al, stop it this minute!" she bawled, from 
sheer force of habit. In looking away to hide a 
smile, Mary Elizabeth glanced out of the window to 
where a bright-faced girl was ploughing a nearby patch. 

"Who is that pretty girl out yonder?" she queried, 
tinning quickly to Mrs. Thaggin. 

"That's my Sue, ma'am. She's the oldes' an' 
likelies' one o' the lot." 

The teacher was interested at once. "Why don't 
you send her to school, Mrs. Thaggin?" 

"Why, she's been to school.'* 

"When?" 

"Sue went six weeks this sununer. That was 
before you come." 

"Oh, yes, but six weeks is only a beginning. She 
needs more." 

"Sue's a very smart gal, considerin'." This time 
there was a plain period after the "considerin'.'* 

But the yoimger woman was again speaking: 

"Why, I couldn't spare Sue in the fall, ma'am; 
she's the best field-hand on the place. That's the 
trouble 'bout this new-fangled law, miss. As long as 
we had jes a six-weeks school in sununer hit didn't 
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pester nobody, an' we didn't mind lettin' the chil- 
lun go. But seven months a-settin' 'round in a 
school-house doin' nothin' is jes ruination." 

"A-ramin' that the world turns roimd ever' day, 
— an' that thar lot gate a-f adn' the north for forty 
year !" 

"Hush, ma, now who said anything about the lot 
gate? You air the beat'nes — " but such a violent 
fit of coughing from the invalid set in, that the 
daughter-in-law was fain to leave her arraignment 
unfinished. 

"What do you do for her?" asked the teacher, in 
genuine s)mapathy. 

"Nothin', miss; they ain't nothin' to do for her. 
She's jes perishin' away. Shan throwed away a lot 
o' money buyin' physic till the doctor told him she 
couldn't git well; an' then he seen hit were a pure 
waste an' stopped hit" 

Mary Elizabeth caught her breath at the primi- 
tive, brutal philosophy, but she forced her voice to 
be even as she asked: 

"Yes, but doesn't it relieve her suffering some?" 

"Hit sho' do, miss," — ^from the invalid — "Dr. 
Beach's Consxunption Kyore." 

"Hush, ma, hit didn't do nothin' but make yoiu: 
coughin' easier! Shan ain't got money to bum." 

Mary Elizabeth got up deUberately and walked 
to the mantel-shelf. From among coimtless small 
tools, out-of-date calendars, medicine phials, and 
the. like, she singled out an empty bottle labeled, 
"Dr. Beach's Consxmiption Ciu-e." 
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"Is this what helps you?" she asked directly of 
the invalid. The old creature was coughing again, 
but there was a ray of hope in her submerged black 
eyes and she nodded afl&rmatively though her frame 
shook. "I'll take this with me for the name, and 
get you some more," said the girl, gently. 

"La, miss — " the younger woman was objecting 
querulously, when she was suddenly quieted with: 

"For God's sake let her!" The next moment the 
himgry black eyes were searching the girl's face 
again, distrustful, yet hoping desperately, too. 

"Hit do be ra-al generous of you, miss *^ 

A chord deep down in the girl's nature somewhere 
snapped. "It is not I who am generous," she said. 
"A man — a very good man — 'way off from here 
will pay for it; he has already paid." She said 
good-by hastily, and would have hurried on her 
journey, but the yoimger Mrs. Thaggin followed 
her out, ostensibly to let down the bars, but really 
to get in a little more chat before letting the visitor 
escape her. 

"Have you'ims heerd any talk over to Mis' 
Davis's about that thar strange yoimg man what's 
took up at the ha'nted house?" she queried. 

"Why, yes, some," replied the girl while her pulse 
quickened; "but they don't seem to know anything 
about him, for certain." 

"No, an' nobody don't; but Shan 'lowed they 
was gittin' onto him, he thought. Do you know," 
and she lowered her voice to the tone of confidence, 
"the men hereabouts thinks he's a counterfeiter!" 
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Mary Elizabeth^s heart gave a great bound and 
then Stood still a moment, till the other added — 
"Yes, ma^am, Shan heerd him with his own years 
a-tellin' that man of his'n that he could coin money 
here hand-over-fist." 

The life swept back into the girl's face, and she 
opened her lips to say that she knew the man and 
that he was aU right, when her fatal honesty stopped 
her. In point of fact, she did not know anything 
about him. Then a curious, sickening doubt of him 
insinuated itself into her consciousness, and to es- 
cape the pain of it, she said irrelevantly: 

"There are only about a half-dozen families living 
here, aren't there?" 

"Yes, miss, hit ain't what hit uster be. Onct 
nearly the whole valley were took up with farms; 
but lately — ^in the last ten year or so — ^most of the 
neighbors here have sold out to strangers." 

"WeU, if the strangers make good neighbors " 

"They haven't none of 'em showed up in these 
parts at all after buyin', miss. — ^None but that one 
at Silas's. An' ef they're all like him^ hit's the Lord's 
mercy they don't come." 

Mary Elizabeth turned to go, but she hesitated 
a moment, and then came back a step or two. 
"Mrs. Thaggin," she said, "I'm going to come 
aroimd again and talk to you about Sue, may I?" 
— ^The misty evening took on a grave and thought- 
ful look. 

"Why, yes, miss, come whenever you kin," re- 
plied her hostess, hospitably. 
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CHAPTER IV 

While Mary Elizabeth and the wife of Shan 
Thaggin talked together about the stranger in the 
graying afternoon, the subject of their conversation 
dismounted from his horse at the cross-roads store, 
and, himting-dog at heel, entered its hospitable 
portal. 

The place was quiet, almost deserted, for Mon- 
day afternoon was no time for farmers to loaf. The 
stable-boy clerk was fulfilling the first of his oflices 
out in the tin-can district at the back of the store. 
Only Uncle Beck remained to tell the story, and he 
was plainly nodding over the latest edition of " Hos- 
tetter's Almanac." 

When John Marshall and his magnificent pointer 
came in out of the crisping evening to share the 
warmth of the little rusty stove, mine host at once 
roused himself to the duties of his position. The 
proffer of the surest-legged chair, a vigorous pimch- 
ing down of ashes, and the right of way through a 
large plug of tobacco at once showed that he was 
thoroughly awake and on his job. 

Both chair and tobacco were declined, however, 
and the stranger stood leisurely by the coimter while 
he traded for some half-dozen articles in which he 
evinced strangely httle interest. Nevertheless, he 
talked pleasantly enough about the weather, the 
prospects for a cold winter, and about the ndghbor- 
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hood in general, saying some kindly things about 
some of the people whom he had met here. It 
seemed perfectly natural, after his desultory buying 
was finished, that he and Uncle Beck should pull 
up chairs to the glowing stove and drift into a Uttle 
neighborly gossip. 

"A lot of waste land about here," the stranger 
ventured, after he had duly asked about the con- 
dition of the store-keeper's crops; "I wonder you 
don't get rid of some of it." 

"Wa-al, land ain't apt to run oflf nowhar, an' hit 
don't git in nobody's way, so to speak," answered 
the native. 

"Yes, but money is right handy sometimes," 
rephed the stranger, "and maybe a little more of 
that and a little less land would be right good for 
some of you. Now I, for instance," and he drew 
his chair a trifle nearer that of his Kstener, "I, for 
instance, happen to have a little more money than 
I have any immediate use for, and to be really in 
need of some good moimtain land. I would take it 
as a neighborly act if you would help me get some 
good acreage here for a fair price. Do you happen 
to know of any for sale, or any that the owner might 
be induced to sell if a fair offer were made for it?" 

"You can have anything I got, for the money." 

"This building, for instance?" 

"Wa-al, no. This here store ra-aUy belongs to 
Trav Williams. I'm jes rentin' from him. But 
I've got a farm over the ridge thar what's the best 
com land on the moimtains " 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 51 

"'Over the ridge?" quoted the stranger. "Well, 
I'm more taken with the property here in the val- 
ley. I don't believe I care for tiiat that lies out- 
side." 

"Wa-al, that place what you air livin' on " 

"Yes?" said the stranger, and he leaned forward 
slightly. 

"Oh — ^nothin' — ^nothin'," the old man repKed, as 
if he had suddenly changed his mind about something, 
and he addressed himself to pimching down the 
ashes again. 

"What about it?" the stranger's even voice in- 
sisted. 

"Why, the owner ain't thinkin' o' sellin' it. Be- 
sides, nothin' good ain't never comin' outen that 
place." 

For some reason the native did not follow the 
subject fxuther, and a few moments of silence en- 
sued between the two; then Uncle Beck said, ques- 
tioningly: 

" You seem to be doin' your own tradin' these days. 
Your man with the swell red tie ain't been in to see 
us of late." 

"No," replied the other, "he was a quarrelsome 
fellow and I didn't like his attitude toward my neigh- 
bors here, so I let him go. But how did you know 
he was my man?" 

"I seen him with him several times," he nodded 
toward the pointer which had approached and now 
stood looking worshipfully up into his master's eyes. 

"Yes, I didn't like the association," the visitor 
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said, whimsically, as he gently pulled the long brown 
ears of the pointer. ^^Lightfoot is a gentleman," 
he continued, patting the subject of his encomiimi 
on the head, "and I don't like him to have any such 
companions." 

"You caU him ^Lightfoot'?" 

"You just ought to see him at work!" 

"He's got fine eyes, stranger." 

"Yes, yes, he has that! A friend of mine painted 
hun." 

"Wa-al, by gum! What did you let him do him 
that a-way for? The man ain't livin' what could 
play a mean trick on my Sloucher, an' he's jes one 
o' these cur dogs at that." 

"Oh, I mean he painted a picture to look like him. 
No, indeed, the man that interferes with Lightfoot 
will have two of us to Uck, won't he, boy?" The 
splendid creature seemed to imderstand and to agree 
to the compact, for he pushed yet closer and laid 
his head on his master's knee. 

" I like to see a fellow that can look you in the eye 
like thi§ — " the stranger spoke reflectively as if he 
were thinking beyond his hearer. "That picture- 
painting fellow says that there is boimd to be some- 
thing wonderfully good in store for Lightfoot in his 
next existence — ^that there will have to be made up 
to him then what his limitations have denied him 
m this." 

"Stranger, that soimds like Ma'y 'Lizbeth." 

"May who? Oh, you mean the little teacher — 
yes — ^what about her?" 
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"Why, Ma'y Tizbeth she's got that notion 'bout 
things bein' ^rnade up' to us, proned into her good 
and strong. Hit wan't two days ago that she got 
ra-al worked up a-talkin' to me Tbout Jake Wind- 
ham's peg-leg an' a-sayin' that when we was denied 
blessin's here, we'd git jes that much more after we 
was dead an' gone." The stranger was looking di- 
rectly at him as he spoke — "An' I up an' told her," 
continued the store-keeper, enjoying his new audi- 
ence, "that I didn't in no wise b'lieve what she was 
a-telHn' me. Wa-al, at that she got kinder hurtlike, 
an' said she woxildn't a' b'lieved hit o' me — ^for all 
the world like I had been stealin' hogs! An' she up 
an' ast me e£ I didn't b'lieve we was goin' to have 
our blessin's mxiltiplied in heaven." The narrator 
took his own time in the telUng and chuckled de- 
liberately as he progressed. "An' then I explained 
to her that I didn't see how Jake could find a use 
for three legs, even in heaven — ^but Lord, stranger, 
Ma'y 'Lizbetli couldn't see a joke with one o' them 
surveyin' spy-glasses." He was tilted back in his 
chair laughing quizzically at his own wit and heartily 
enjoying having the stranger laugh with him. The 
mutual appreciation of the little touch of hiunor 
swept away the cloud of constraint and reserve that 
had hitherto hovered between them and the two 
men suddenly foimd themselves on a new footing. 

"We mustn't expect too much of women," said 
the stranger after his hearty laugh had subsided. 
Then he continued, as if a new thought had struck 
him: "Speaking of surveyors, Mr. Logan, it seems 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



54 THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

that you people out here don't like them. I heaxd 
that this man, WiUiams, chased a party of them off 
his land with a gtm the other day/' 

"That's the word that's been goin' about, stran- 
ger, an' I woxildn't be surprised ef hit was true. 
Trav ain't the man to take nothin' off'n nobody, 
you know." 

"But you see," broke in the other, "it is a sort 
of imwritten law of progress that surveyors may go 
on any man's land." 

"Hit may be a law of progress, mister, but hit 
ain't Tray's law; an' — " here he gave a shrewd look 
at the other imder his heavy brows — "an' ef you 
happen to have any interest in them surveyors — 
say friendly interest, bein' all strangers here alike 
— ^I'd advise 'em agin another move in that direc- 
tion. You kin even tell 'em that a certain simple- 
minded old store-keeper says that hit don't make so 
much diff'rence 'bout breakin' 'laws of progress' an' 
even state laws in these parts, but hit wouldn't be 
healthy for 'em to disregard none o' Trav Williams's 
rules an' regulations." 

"But will your public opinion support any such 
dogged narrowness as that?" He either (Kd not 
catch or purposely disregarded the other's covert 
suggestion. 

"We'ims air all hill-Billies together, stranger." 

" But don't your people want development? Don't 
they want railroads to come into this section, and 
towns to be built here? Don't they want to see 
factories put up ?" 
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"Wa-al, I ain't heard none of 'em expressin' no 
sich wants, stranger. Some of us woxildn't know 
what to do with a town ef we had one, an' as for 
raikoads — ^why even a peg-leg will take a hill-BiUy 
as far from home as he's got any business a-goin'; 
leastwa3rs, that's the way most of 'em looks at it." 

"WeU, you wouldn't mind telling me how you 
happen to know that they feel this way, would you? " 

"Change your mind an' take a chaw, mister — 
you won't? Wa-al, ever' man to his likens — ^that's 
our creed here. Now as to how I know, stranger, 
I wasn't caught outen the woods for nothin', you 
know. Sixty-nine year is a long enough time to 
git one notion sot in your head, you see. Besides 
that, I've seen 'em tried. Thar've been strangers 
here before your time, mister, astin' these self-same 
questions. Thar've been other men a-lookin' for 
much-needed lands — ^valley lands preferred — an' 
they, too, had more money than was quite comfort- 
able to keep." 

"And your people went up outrageously on the 
price of their lands, and then refused to sell. Didn't 
they?" 

"Why, who's been a-tellin' you?" 

"Nobody, but I've traded for lands in hill dis- 
tricts myself." 

"Oh, you have? Wa-al, you ain't quite right 
'bout this little siterwation here. A lot of our people 
did sell some years ago, and moved over in Walker. 
We heerd a lot o' talk then 'bout how prosp'rous this 
region was a-goin' to be ef we would all only give 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



S6 THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

up an^ move oflE'n the face o^ creation. Wa-al, some 
of us woxildn't move. We thought that ef thar was 
a good thing a-comin' this way we'd like to be on the 
spot to welcome hit. That was nearly ten year ago, 
stranger, an* prosperity ain't showed up in these 
diggin's yit. A lot o' our neighbors air gone, but 
their lands haven't never been in noways improved, 
an' the pine thickets air takin' the valley, except 
for the few spots that a half-dozen of us helt onto 
agin the comin' o' progress." 

The stranger seemed politely attentive, so he con- 
tinued: "Hit might interest you to know that I've 
had three offers for this property of Trav's here in the 
last five year, an' ever' time money was no consid- 
eration. Ever' time, too" — ^here he looked directly 
into the unflinching eyes of the stranger — "I've 
offered to sell 'em my own place jest over the ridge 
thar, an' ever' time hit didn't seem to exactly suit." 

"Well, it might interest you to know, Mr. Logan, 
that your experience with your property about here 
isn't at all unusual at this day and time. There is 
a wave of progress sweeping over Alabama that is 
reaching to the most remote portions of it, and your 
people need not suspect anything sinister just be- 
cause they are beginning to feel the influence of the 
general industrial upheaval." At that moment a 
booted and spurred moimtaineer came rattling in 
for some farm supplies, and the stranger rose to go. 
"I shoxild like to talk further with you about this 
matter, some time, Mr. Logan," he said, holding out 
his hand in a winningly friendly manner. "And, 
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say, if the little school-teacher holds out in her de- 
termination to give Windham an extra imderpinning 
in the next world, I believe I wouldn't interfere. 
You have to hmnor women and children, you know." 
The flattering reference to his pet joke, and the warm 
handshake, brought out the invitation from the 
store-keeper: 

" Drap aroim' to see me agin, Mr. Marshall. I like 
to talk to you, sir, I like to talk to you." 
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CHAPTER V 

It was afternoon recess time of the next day, and 
Mary Elizabeth had been called down to the school 
spring to avert a tragedy — "Billy WilUams Was going 
to kill the spring lizard," was the exciting message 
brought her. 

Mary Elizabeth knew the terrible portent of such 
a deed, for her own childhood was not too remote 
for her to remember that in each spring there dwells 
a sort of aquatic genius in the shape of a two-legged 
lizard, to kill which were to cause the drying up of 
the spring itself. 

The yoimg teacher reached the damp, shady dell 
in time to save the patron lizard and the permanent 
flow of the water. She was wise enough not to 
smile, however, as she stopped the threatened van- 
dalism and dispersed the quarrelling children who, 
shortly called away by another attraction, soon left 
her to herself in the cool shadows. 

After a minute or two she began to be glad that 
she had come. Half of the recess time was yet im- 
spent, and this looked like an ideal place in which 
to regain a composure that had suffered a most 
imusual impairment that morning. 

She had just preempted a good resting-place on a 
big flat lime rock, however, when the soothing quiet 
was broken in upon by the soimd of heavy steps. 
Sure that the ominous tread on the path behind her 

s8 
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was that of a detested visitor who had been at the 
school all morning, the girl looked steadily in front 
of her till some one actually sat down beside her, and 
said, in a voice that she had come to listen for: 

"A penny for your thoughts." 

John Marshall was treated to a rare smile that 
vanished almost as quickly as it came, and the girl 
answered: 

"I was thinking how much I shoxild like to kill 
the coimty superintendent of education." 

" My ! But what a little savage it is ! " Her hand 
was resting on the rock beside her, and he laid his 
own down upon it. A swift, startled look from the 
girl met an innocent, imsuspecting expression in his 
eyes. Mary Elizabeth's own glance floundered — 
clearly he didn't realize his mistake, and she hated 
to call his attention to it. His thoughts were so far 
away, however, that it became plain she woxild have 
to, so she drew her hand away while a red glow 
mounted her pale cheek. "You — ^you — didn't no- 
tice." 

"Was that yowrAanJ?" 

"Yes, you — a — ^inadvertently " 

"Oh, I beg ten thousand pardons. I'm such an 
absent-minded idiot! WonH you forgive me?" 

Mary Elizabeth accepted his apologetic explana- 
tion with a sweet dignity, and soon they were talk- 
ing of other things. 

"You want to kill the coimty superintendent of 
education," he reminded her; "woxildn't you better 
let me do it for you?" 
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"No, indeed! I want the exquisite pleasure my- 
self." 

"All of which is perfectly natural, considering the 
enormity of his offence — ^by the way, what is his 
offence? '^ 

"He's visiting the school to-day." 

"Capital!" 

Mary Elizabeth looked at him with half-suspi- 
cion, and then continued: "He's a big, puffed-up igno- 
ramus that rides around the coimtry pretending to 
superintend the coimty schools when he hardly 
knows how to read and write. He has criticised 
every single thing I have done to-day" — ^her lis- 
tener's coimtenance took on a genuine sympathy, 
and the girl continued — "I had a copy of the Sistine 
Madonna and several illmninated mottoes on the 
wall, and he took them all down and said I was 
teaching the children to worship idols. When I 
asked him to use his influence toward getting the 
trustees to have the cracks in the wall stopped and 
glass put in the window so that the cold wind 
woxildn't come through, he said I was * pampering' 
the children." 

The soimd of a vigorously nmg bell brought the 
girl to her feet instantly. "There!" she exclaimed, 
"recess is over, and Tony is ringing the bell." She 
bade the stranger a quidk good-by and hiuried up 
the path to the school-house only to find, on her ar- 
rival at the door, that he had followed close behind. 

"I came to hold him for you while you killed 
him," he explained. 
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The children had crowded into the school-room 
and were noisily disposing themselves on the rough 
pine benches. 

"Where's the victim?" inquired Marshall, putting 
his head in the door and looking about vainly for 
something that woxild answer to the description 
given him by the indignant little teacher. 

"Yonder he comes now," she said. 

Marshall turned. A greasy, rusty, but pompous- 
looking individual was approaching with as much 
dignity as excessive rotimdity woxild allow. 

As Mary Elizabeth presented the school oflftcial 
to the immacxilately dressed stranger a look which 
plainly spelled mortification clouded her eamest 
eyes. 

"Never mind," whispered the stranger, as the 
two dropped respectfully behind the coimty super- 
intendent and entered the school-house in his wake, 
"as a corpse he'll scrub up nicely." 

The girl took her stand behind the pine table that 
answered as teacher's desk, and tremblingly brought 
the room to order. 

The superintendent had ensconced himself in the 
only chair in the room, so Marshall found himself a 
place on the end of a little side bench near the teach- 
er's desk. From this coign of vantage his drag-net 
glance swept the scene and gathered in even the 
smallest details. It was a big room, the cracks be- 
tween the logs of which had never been thoroughly 
chinked. The floor was rough and uneven, and rot- 
ting away in places. The one window was a sawed- 
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out place in the logs, iinglazed and with only a rough 
board blind to shut out the blasts of winter. The 
only arrangement for heating the room was a huge 
black fireplace in a mud chimney at the far end. 
There were no desks, and the children sat side by 
side on rough pine benches. Marshall coimted 
them — twenty-seven gaunt, blue-legged chickens of 
the human breed they were — ^but they were imin- 
teresting, so he tum^ his wandering gaze to the 
teacher again. 

By this time the girl had herself and her charges 
in hand. The majority of the children were put 
to studying, and a class was called. It was the first 
dass in geography — ^the first, last, and only class 
in geography. Mary Elizabeth's spirits rose. The 
lesson consisted of map questions, and both teacher 
and pupils were especially good on map questions. 
The subject was South America, but that didn't spell 
anything. The submerged Atlantis or the Kingdom 
of Heaven would have done just as well as long as 
the questions were there in black and white and the 
answering map was clear and definite in outline 
and imencumbered by any complicating suggestions 
of the real thing. 

There was "head and foot" to the class. Accord- 
ing to custom, the teacher propoimded a few ques- 
tions in review of the previous week's work before be- 
ginning the lesson of the day. Five of these were 
eagerly picked off by the most pushing, the last one 
of whom had dxily nominated Washington as the cap- 
ital of the United States, when — ^there really wasn't 
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any help for it, if a teacher wanted to be honest — 
Tony Thaggin's time came. 

"And where is Washington, Tony?" Siu-ely he 
coxildn't miss it! 

"Dead," Tony answered, and there was a finality 
iQ his tone that plainly radicated he didn't intend 
to pursue his subjeict any fiuther. 

There was a dazed look in the boy's eyes as the 
next chap below disputed his statement, claiming 
that Washington was still ciunbering the ground to 
the extent of a goodly number of square miles some- 
where between Maryland and Virginia. Tony went 
down sullenly. He was next to foot again. If he 
heard his teacher's rather impatient explanation, 
he appeared not to comprehend it. 

The coimty superintendent seemed to see an op- 
portimity here, and broke in with a long-winded dis- 
quisition on Washington that seemed to pivot on cer- 
tain annual packages of seeds from the Department 
of Agriculture. Mary Elizabeth and the stranger 
looked at each other. There was desperation in the 
eyes of one, and cynical amusement in the laugh- 
ing glance that answered. When the superintendent 
had delivered himself of a climacteric burst of patriot- 
ism, Mary Elizabeth took up the map questions on 
South America, and all went well tmtil the foot of the 
class was neared again. 

"Tony, what cape is at the southern extremity 
of South America?" The poor, sympathetic little 
teacher all but told him in the look that she gave 
him. " Hush, Jasper, hush ! " — this to the eager end- 
man — "Tony knows, too. Give him time." 
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Time! Tony dropped his lower jaw and stared 
blankly in the face of his teacher. One, two, three 
minutes passed, and the boy scratched one yellow 
leg with the big toe of the other foot reflectively, 
and thought, and thought, and thought. 

The superintendent was gazing at Tony with 
lofty disapproval; the stranger was watching with 
half-closed eyes the flushed, anxious face of the girl 
who was concentrating all her powers of suggestion 
on the child. 

"Why, you know, Tony!" — ^this from the teacher 
— ^** Don't you remember what I kept you in on last 
Friday?" But Tony didn't remember. "Think 
hard, dear," she urged in her eager s)anpathy; then, 
by way of desperate suggestion: "What do cows 
have ?" 

A flood of light broke over the dull, beclouded face. 

"Calves!" exclaimed Tony, certain of himself for 
the first time in his groping existence. 

"Cape Horn!" screamed the end-man above the 
uproar which followed. Tony went foot, but with 
a sullen, savage protest about not having "missed." 

The superintendent swelled with shocked and 
portentous disapproval, but the stranger turned his 
back on the group and pinned his attention to the 
pine thicket in the near perspective. Mary Eliza- 
beth saw his broad shoulders shake immistakably, 
and hated men on the spot, but she rallied her out- 
ward composure heroically. The children were sent 
back to their seats, and quiet was restored. 

The hour for closing had come, and the teacher, 
flushed and nervous, asked the superintendent if 
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there was anything else he had to say before the 
pupils were dismissed. There was nothing in his 
dull, heavy eyes to suggest that he ever woxild really 
have anything else to say, but the look was decep- 
tive. The fat director of public education rose pon- 
derously to his feet again, and for fully twenty min- 
utes harangued his gaping, awe-inspired hearers 
about their rights as American citizens and their re- 
sponsibilities as the fathers and mothers of countless 
unborn generations. It certainly did sound scary 
the way he put it; and he took a piece of chalk 
and showed them by the simple combination of a 
figure " I " and a whole charmstring of ciphers how 
billions of people yet to come were going to be 
ruined by the fact that "that one boy" (poor 
Tony again) "wouldn't steddy what his teacher was 
tryin' to learn him." 

At this jimcture, one pitiful "I nurver now, nei- 
ther!" wailed through the room, and then Tony sub- 
sided into his coat-sleeve, crushed by the weight of 
ruined generations. The next instant his teacher 
was beside him on the bench, and her arm was over 
his heaving shoulders. 

"Of course you didn't, dear," she whispered into 
his shock of colorless hair. Then she raised her 
head and shot a look at the superintendent of pub- 
lic education that dared him and his unborn mill- 
ions to "Come on!" The look glanced off the 
superintendent's ossified intelligence, but the man 
beyond caught the splendid fire of it and kindled 
in answer to it. 
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But the superintendent had the last shot, and he 
proceeded to hold out to his hearers the ultimate 
hope that their young teacher woxild learn how to 
learn them better when she found out what the 
Lord created the hickory for. And he added the 
severe admonition: 

"An' I don't want to hear o' no pamperin' o* 
children in this here great coimty of ours. What 
our fathers an' mothers was strong enough to stand, 
we air strong enough to stand. Yes, boys an' girls, 
hit takes hardships to make real tneftf men what 
kin hold high orfice. Why, jes look at we, I ain't 
never had no pamperin'!" 

At this jimcture the stranger slipped quietiy out, 
and the official mogul took a weighty and solemn 
farewell of them, commending them, with certain 
reservations, to the care of Providence. 

A few minutes after the creaking of his buggy 
wheels had died away in the distance, every child 
was well on his homeward way, for the teacher dis- 
missed all of them, good, bad, and indifferent, at 
the same time this afternoon. As the sound of the 
last childish voice died away, Mary Elizabeth sank 
down on the steps and dropped her head on her 
arms. 

"Say the word, and I'll go after him." The 
stranger laid his hand gentiy on her arm as he spoke. 
At the unexpected soimd of his voice she looked up 
quickly. Indignation and despair over what the 
day had brought had marred the lines of her beauti- 
fxil face and had deepened to black the sometime 
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violet of her eyes. He sat down on the step beside 
her. "Child, you mustn't take things to heart this 
way. Now what is there for you to worry so about? " 

"That — ^that — old fat ignoramus can hardly read 
and write " 

"Well, I wouldn't bother about that." 

"Yes, but he's superintendent of education for 
this county, I tell you!" 

"What do you care?" 

The girl looked at him wonderingly. 

"Why, don't ym care?" 

"No." 

"You don't care when you see these poor, igno- 
rant things go on the same way year after year, the 
blind led by the blind?" 

"I don't believe in the education of the masses." 

The girl stared tmbelievingly for a moment, and 
then, all imconsdously to herself, moved farther 
away from him. "But — ^but," she almost gasped, 
"you care when you see the people's money literally 
thrown away, don't you?" 

"Well, frankly, I'm not interested in politics." 

Mary Elizabeth's plans and specifications of a 
man had been of her own making, iminfluenced by 
any concrete example except the lofty one furnished 
by her benefactor. The man of her designing had 
been big, taking his citizenship from the world, and 
making the big world-interests his own. He had 
accepted the franchise as a solemn obligation. 

But here was something new under her sim. She 
was simply tmable to accoimt for it. Yet this new 
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thing was a very positive quantity, and its strong, 
virile personality was imminent and absorbing. 

"Say, look here, IVe got a scheme on hand. 
Come, let me show you," he exclaimed, and he lifted 
her up by the arm, almost bodily, and led her back 
into the deserted school-house. 

"Now let me tell you. It is a shame for these 
poor littie devils to have to suffer in a shack like 
this, and I'm going to have it fixed up for them. 
IVe got a couple of carpenters at work at my place, 
and there's plenty of Ixmiber over at the mill " 

"You mean you are going to do it yourself? ^^ 

"Sure! Now if you can get your trustees to let 
us, we'll make the place comfortable. Are the old 
codgers apt to kick?" 

"Why, no, of course not. But, they are not fond 
of you— did you know it?" 

"I have very good reason to suspect it. — ^I'll tell 
you! Let them believe it's your guardian that's 
doing it." 

"But that would be deception, wouldn't it?" 

The man turned from scanning the crude walls 
and looked at her with a curious expression that she 
could not interpret. The comers of his mouth 
twitched. 

"Oh,ze;(wWit?"hesaid. 

"Yes, I'm sure it would. I'll just tell Uncle Beck 
the truth and he'll manage it for us." 

"Good enough. I don't apprehend any opposi- 
tion, though. I have somehow got the notion that 
your hillite will take anything that comes his way. 
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Now let's see what is to be done." He took out a 
note-book and pencil. 

"The cracks in the floor and in the walls shotdd be 
stopped," she ventured. 

"Oh, we'll ceil and re-floor the whole business." 

"But won't that cost a great deal?" 

"Why, no. Then we must stop up that suck- 
hole and put in a couple of windows with sashes. 
You want one on each side, don't you?" 

Mary Elizabeth fairly gasped at the bigness of 
his plans. "No, no," she corrected, "if there are 
to be windows, they must be in that wall so the 
light will come over the children's shoulders." 

"And, incidentally, be right in the teacher's eyes. 
No, the windows are going to be put here and there." 

"Oh, but the children's !" 

"I'm the one that's doing this. One good strong 
door with glass in the upper half for more light," 
he was making notes as he talked, "and a new roof, 
new door-steps — and, see here, we'll stop up the fire- 
place and put in a base-burner with a jacket aroimd 
it." Something in the girl's face made him hurry 
on: "But the carpenters will need space to work 
in. Do you think you can get your honorable trus- 
tees to give a week's holiday while the work is being 
done?" 

"Uncle Beck would be willing, I'm sure, but I 
wouldn't do it for the world. The children would 
lose so much valuable time," she replied. "There's 
a vacant cabin down the road a piece that we could 
use while this was being fixed." 
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The stranger said something under his breath, 
and Mary Elizabeth looked at him with a question 
in her eyes, but he didn't repeat his exclamation. 

"I'm so glad you do care, after all," she said gen- 
tly. 

"*Care7 For what?" 

"For these poor people here." 

"Oh! — One never knows what one is going to care 
for." 

A whinny from the outside seemed to remind him 
of something. 

"Come out here, IVe something to show you," 
he said. 

In a few minutes they had the school-house closed, 
and were making their way through the scrub thicket 
to where he had left his horse. But the bay was 
not alone. Tethered to a sapling near him was a 
dean-limbed, restless little mare that was turning 
and twisting her graceful neck in impatient protest 
against the thing that restrained her. A lady's sad- 
dle was strapped upon her back, and all of her trap- 
pings were of the finest. 

"Another!" she exclaimed, "why, you were com- 
plaining only the other day of having to play stable- 
boy to one." 

"Yes, but thanks to you, I have performed the 
impossible — have actually got one of these natives 
to look after them for me." 

"How 'thanks to me'?" 

"One of your adoring pupils — I told him you 
wanted him to." 
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''You dU? Which one?" 

"That young natxiralist that you turned down a 
while ago because he answered your question." He 
turned away and went up to the filly. 

"This is ^Donnie/" he said, by way of intro- 
duction, and he stroked the pretty creature's nose 
in answer to her low, affectionate whinny. "I want 
you two to know each other," he continued, as Mary 
Elizabeth joined him in caressing the new-comer. 
"Here, give her this," and he felt in his pocket and 
laid several Ixmips of sugar in her hand. "You and 
Donnie ought to get along nicely," he continued, 
"you are both so — so " 

"So what, now?" she challenged, across Donnie's 
nose. 

"Shall I say it?" he laughed back at her; "well, 
then, so live and sensitive, and — contrary." 

The girl only smiled reservedly, and he added: 
"The poor creature has been shut up in a city stable, 
and I had her brought out for her health." 

"And was the saddle not thriving either?" Mary 
Elizabeth was looking at him across Donnie's nose 
again. 

"I thought you might be good enough to help me 
exercise her," he ventured, treading gingerly on the 
xmcertain ground. 

"You shotdd have asked me first." 

"But you wotdd have " 

"Declined to let you do it, of course." 

"But it's done now. I really had to bring her, 
and I just had the saddle shipped on a venture. 
You wouldn't be " 
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"'Sensitive'? — Contrary 7" she suggested. 

"No. Much obliged for your help, but 'mean' 
is the word I'm after. You won't be mean, now, will 
you? — ^After we have agreed to be friends?" The 
girl did not answer him, but stood stroking the filly, 
thoughtfully, while her mouth took on a proud re- 
serve. 

Suddenly the man reverted to his old tactics with 
her: 

"Come, get up," he said peremptorily, and he 
held a hand for her foot. 

A little later they were threading the cool brown 
woods together on a ride that proved to be but the 
first of a long series. 
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The diaphanous layers of gray mist had not yet 
lifted from "Bullus" Valley when Babe Davis, 
mounted on his flea-bit mtde, burst through the 
dewy thicket that fringed the haunted premises of 
White-faced Silas, and stopped in stupid wonder 
at the scene. The underbrush had been cut away, 
and the weed stubble levelled to the groimd — a, most 
imheard-of condition. On the roof of the cabin 
were great yellow patches of new shingles, and all 
about the place were glints of fresh pine boards 
added to strengthen or to protect — ^possibly to chal- 
lenge. The steps were new, the door hung straight, 
and whole panes of glass filled the window-frame. 
And there, sure enough, were the much-talked-of 
curtains, symbol of mystery, interposed between 
him and what lay within. 

The sight was enough to make any man clutch 
the shining rifle that lay across his saddle and set 
firm his sagging jaw. For fully five minutes, the 
hillite sat with his neck thrust forward drinking 
in the offending details of the scene. Then he gave 
vent to one dry, peremptory "Hulloa!" 

Stoney Lonesome answered the challenge, but no 
human voice replied. 

"HuUoa, thar, I say! HuUoa!" 

"Well, what is it?" John Marshall opened the 
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cabin door and stood, coatless and dishevelled, on 
the top step. "What can I do for you?" 

"I come to see ef I wouldn't better do somethin' 
for you, stranger." The man rode slowly forward, 
his hands still on his rifle. "Thought mebbe as 
how you'd better be put on notice afore you went 
too fur." 

If the stranger caught the full suggestion of the 
nervous finger-play on the long rifle-barrel or of the 
siuiace shine of the ugly, prominent eyes, he made 
no sign. He was in shirt-sleeves and clearly im- 
armed, but he folded his arms and answered, tartly: 

"On notice about what?" 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth." 

A quick intake of breath was the only sign that 
escaped the man — ^then he and the hillite fixed each 
the other with one long, steady look. 

"What about Mary Elizabeth?" Marshall asked 
coldly. " Let's understand each other." 

"That's what I come for, stranger. I thought as 
how, knowin' Ma'y 'Lizbeth didn't have no father 
nor no brothers nor nothin', you might be thinkin' 
she didn't have nobody to take her part, so I 'lowed 
I'd drap 'round an' put you straight. Vm here, 
stranger, an' I'm a-goin' to keep on bein' here — 
see thep'int?" 

The eyes of the other man suddenly deepened to 
intensity, but his voice was steady and even as he 
replied: 

"Yes, I see the point. But what I don't see is 
why you think it necessary to tell me this." 
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"You been mighty free with your company an' 
your money lately, mister, an' M'ay 'Lizbeth air 
mighty onsuspectin'-like. You see hit's this a-way 
— ^Ma'y 'Lizbeth b'longs here. True, she's got a lot 
o' book-lamin', but she ain't to blame for that; an' 
she's a good gal an' a mighty innercent one in spite 
of it. So, you see that, me bein' from the same 
folks, hit's up to me to see that no harm don't come 
to her — an', stranger, I'm goin' to do it!" 

The man on the door-step gave him a look which 
he had not the imagination to interpret, then reached 
back and pulled shut the door behind him as if 
openly cutting off retreat. There was no mistaking 
his meaning, however, when he folded his arms again 
and said, emphatically: 

"Bully for you!" Then he added in the tone of 
a man speaking to a man who had the right to ques- 
tion — "On my honor, I am playing fair with the 
girl, and she doesn't need your protection from me." 

He hesitated a moment as if making up his mind 
how to proceed, and then said: "But she does need 
you— she needs us both. Your people here don't 
trust her. You probably know that better than I 
do. They don't like her, somehow, and they seem 
to be growing more and more prejudiced against 
her. They are unkind to her already, and they may 
come to be worse. I say this to you frankly be- 
cause you have this morning proved your friendship 
for the girl. I have been free with my money and 
my company. I have been trying to give the child 
a few comforts and a little pleasure because I saw 
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how she needed them. Of course I have sought her 
society because I enjoyed it; but I have deUberately 
done it also because I felt that I could, in a measure, 
take her mind off the unpleasant experiences she 
so often encounters here. I felt that she needed 
me — '' he took the full measure of the other man 
with his eyes, and then added — "And if I know any- 
thing about the meanness of this old world, she'll 
need you and me, too, before we are many months 
older. Here's my hand on it that we'll take care 
of the girl." 

He was weighed in the balance yet a moment 
longer, and then his firm white hand was met by 
the strong, homy grasp of the rustic, and the two 
looked at each other though across the seeming 
breadth of a civilization — ^man and man — equals! 

After a moment of awkward silence, the hillite 
asked, quietly : " You fixed up the school-house ? " 

"For Mary Elizabeth." 

"She thought you done it for the childem — ^Ma'y 
TLizbeth is that proud!" 

"I don't give a damn for the children." 

"An' you fetched that thar filly ?" 

"For Mary Elizabeth. It is unsafe for her to 
walk these country roads alone. I have sent the 
mare to her night and morning for her trip to and 
from school; but the boy, Tony Thaggin, whom I 
hired to go errands, says that your mother gave her 
blue blazes about it when he got there with the horse 
yesterday morning. One of the things you can do 
for the girl is to make your mother hold her tongue." 
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"Stranger, did you ever try anything like that?" 
"WeU, if I did, by George, I'd succeed!" 
"You ain't never tried hit! An' while we're on 
the subject, stranger, hit's been proned into me that 
you'd better send your readin' books what you want 
Ma'y 'Lizbeth to read for you to the school-house. 
Ma tuck them last ones away from Tony an' burnt 
'em up. You see," he continued, lamely, for an 
explanation was plainly due the stranger, "we-uns 
were fetched up on the Bible an' the almanac, an' 
we ain't never thought hit right to be readin' 'bout 
things what ain't the truth. Of course, Ma'y 'Liz- 
beth bein' bnmg up diff'rent, she don't know no 
better." 

"Of course not," assented the listener. "And 
since we are speaking frankly to each other, I want 
you to know that your mother ought to be made to 
see that Mary Elizabeth is not very strong, and 
that, being brought up differently, she can't stand 
the heavy tasks your mother gives her. She told 
me herself that Mrs. Davis wouldn't let her have 
any water tmless she drew it herself, and that the 
well-bucket was so heavy it hurt her to pull it up." 
"I'll draw hit for her," said the rustic softly. 
Then, in a tone that partook at once of savagery and 
resignation: "I know that ma's done got sanctifica- 
tion, but she's the meanest white woman I ever seen 
whfen she gits started on a body. She's mad with 
Ma'y 'Lizbeth b'cause she don't do nothin' but set 
around an' hear lessons outen a book. Of course 
Ma'y 'Lizbeth don't do no work, but she ain't to 
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blame for it. She were brung up diflE'rent, an' she 
don't know no better." 

"Of course not," assented the stranger agam, 
"but you understand, and you won't let your mother 
impose on her." Suddenly he laid his hand on the 
mule's neck with the force of a slap: "Davis, what 
is the foimdation of this sneaking enmity against 
the girl?" 

After a moment of hesitation, the hillite said in a 
tone which testified to the awfulness of the crime: 

"For one thing, her pa informed t^^ 

"'Informed'?— Oh, informed the revenue oflSicers, 
you mean?" 

The other nodded. 

"What became of him?" 

"Hit ain't for me to say, stranger." 

"How did she come to get the school here?" 

"Beck Logan, him that's postmaster an' keeps 
the store, 'ranged hit all with the man that tuck 
Ma'y 'Lizbeth 'way from here an' fetched her up. 
Uncle Beck had tuck her to his house after hit all 
happened, an' kep' her thar tell the stranger come 
along an' tuck a fancy to her. Then when the 
stranger got tired of her an' wanted to send her 
back. Beck up an' said she shotdd come an' welcome. 
An' he moimted his mule an' carried the word to 
all the neighbors that Ma'y 'Lizbeth weren't to 
blame for them that went before her, an' they jes 
nachully had to give her a square deal. Hit would 
a-made your mouth water to hear him read the riot 
act to ma. — ^An' the funny part of it was, he mars- 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 79 

tered her an* made her take Ma'y 'Lizbeth to boa'd 
an' promise to keep her own mouth shet." 

"It would have been better for her to board 
with the storekeeper, it seems to me." 

"Wa-al, you see, hit's this a-way, Uncle Beck is 
a widder man, an' hit wouldn't a-been manners." 

**0h, I see. Well, is she making any headway 
with the people, do you know? She doesn't seem 
to think so." 

"A little, stranger; Mis' Thaggin is plumb car- 
ried away with her; but Shan an' his ma is dead set 
agin her. She's been ra-al good buyin' medicine for 
Gran'ma Thaggin, but gran'ma is awful sot in her 
likes an' onlikes, an' she says she ain't to be bought 
over that easy. Besides, Ma'y 'Lizbeth told her 
that a man 'way off somewhars had already done 
paid for all she was able to do for people up here, 
an' gran'ma has tuck a notion that Ma'y 'Lizbeth 
ain't even givin' her rightful share." 

"The infernal old hag! — ^Look here, Davis, it's 
just the girl's over-sensitive conscience that's mak- 
ing her do that way. She is evidently tr3dng to pay 
back to her own people what that guardian of hers 
has done for her. He raised her with the one idea 
of doing all she cotdd for them, but he is not provid- 
ing her with a cent to spend on them. I got that 
much out of her, myself. If Mary Elizabeth is buy- 
ing medicine for the old woman, she is paying for it 
out of the money she makes herself." 

"NowdoteU!" 

"How about the others?" 
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"They axe mostly agin her on account of what's 
back of her, stranger, but of course hit don't put no 
change on me. Then, they got all tore up about 
her perscriptions on the wall of the school-house, 
an' they don't like some o' the things she teaches. 
But worse'n that, stranger, Ma'y 'Lizbeth's done 
got her back up 'bout the coimty sup'rintender's 
not knowin' enough to suit her, an' she's been talkin' 
'bout him scan'lous. I heerd her with my own years, 
tellin' a crowd o' men at all-day singin' last Simday 
that Mr. Sykes cotddnH sup'rintend when he didn't 
know nothin' 'bout books — an' that in the face o' 
the fact that he's already been doin' it for seven- 
teen year! — ^Lord, hit's powerful hard to do any- 
thing with Ma'y 'Lizbeth, or anything for her!" 

The other man was silent for a few minutes. Once 
or twice he looked as if he were about to say some- 
thing, and then he seemed to abandon the intention. 
When he at length found voice, it was to say, simply: 

"But her manners are so sweet and so sincere — 
that ought to win them." 

"I don't know," the other replied, hopelessly. 
"Some of 'em don't like her manners, neither. 
Thar's Trav Williams jes nachully hates her for the 
way she done him." 
' "Why, what did she do to him?" 

"He says she p'intedly turned her back on him 
at the store one day an' tuck sides with that man you 
had here." 

"That's a lie, of course!" 

"I don't know, stranger, Ri Slaton seen it, an' 
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what Kttle he' tells is apt to be trae. Hit's mighty 
like Ma'y 'Lizbeth to act uppish when she don't like 
you, an' she's powerful fitful. Of course she ain't 
to blame for it, though — she don't know no better." 

He was looking across and above the misty valley 
to the sunlight on the hills beyond, and there was an 
infinite hunger in his great, stupid eyes. After a 
little he q)oke again. 

"Stranger," he said, hoarsely, and the fingers on 
the rifle-barrel grew nervous again, "you air the 
kind o' folks she's been fetched up with, but you 
ain't the same people, though. You ain't the same 
blood, an' you ain't from the same soil. I don't 
know what you want a-foolin' round Ma'y 'Liz- 
beth " 

"I'm afraid you don't understand me in spite of 
my painstaking explanation." 

"You love Ma'y 'Lizbeth?" 

"Why, no!" 

The hillite surveyed him for fully a minute with 
bewilderment written all over his featiures. "How 
kin you he'p it?" he questioned. 
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It was early Saturday morning, but Babe was 
already back from the store, for the unexpected had 
happened. A letter had come to Mary Elizabeth 
and he had ridden at high speed to deliver it into 
her hand. 

If he had cherished the anticipation of standing 
around and watching her eager face as she read it, 
he soon found how vain are himian hopes, for Mary 
EKzabeth seized the letter with quick thanks, ran 
into her own Uttle room, and shut the door firmly 
before she even looked at the "backing" of it. 

Inside, with her back to the door, Mary Elizabeth 
examined the address. Thank heaven! it was not 
another long dissertation from Mr. Fenwick preach- 
ing duty to rebel youthf ulness. No, it was a real 
letter, it was from "one of the girls." 

Long and hungrily did she linger over the few 
scantily written pages which contained more of an 
apology for not having written than any definite 
news of the old school-girl life they both had left, 
or of the brilliant, alluring career the young society 
girl had entered upon. The letter ended with the 
vague statement that there was an enclosure which 
would doubtless prove of interest to the reader. 

The enclosure now commended itself to Mary 
Elizabeth's attention. She had laid it aside mmo- 
ticed in her first eager haste for a breath of life from 
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the outside world, but she now took it up and un- 
folded it with growing interest. It was written in 
a man's bold hand and on business stationery. It 
ran: 

Dear Fred, 

This is the third letter I have written to try to lure you to 
the hills, but you'll come now, I'm thinking. 

I have foxmd your violet-eyed, dark-haired, pale-faced 
woman, and she is just what you have always held she would 
be — ^ravishingly beautiful. Do come up. If you could paint 
her face and what lies beneath it, your fame would be assured. 
But she isn't your Madonna, my boy, for she's got the devil's 
own spirit lurking in the depths of her. Her people were feud- 
ists — so is she, I suspect; and I have half a fancy that she is 
the one I'm going to have trouble with. But never mind 
that. What I want to convince you of is that she is the model 
you have been looking for. 

Do you remember trying to make me imderstand — ^you 
fool poet-painter — ^what a woman's spirit would blossom into 
if the world influences were not allowed to enter in and render 
it complex? You said she would be primal, but primally 
pure. Well, I am beginning to understand, I think. If 
you'll believe me, this hill-girl — she claims to be native here, 
but, by the eternal fitness of her clothes, she doesn't look it! — 
is the woman I told you would never exist. She has been 
well educated — ^but convent fashion — and has an innocence 
of the world that would make a long-clothes baby look like a 
rou6. You won't believe me when I tell you that I am being 
good, but the fellow that would put a girl like that wise, would 
pull up yoimg cotton. It would be fxmny if it wasn't just a 
little pitiful to see how absolutely ignorant she is of men and 
of how to deal with them. She has never reached that most 
ladylike and perfectly proper stage of being afraid of the big 
masculine bugaboo, but harbors the gentle trustfulness of a 
wild thing that has never been frightened. 
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She is all your fancy painted her. You'd say she is a white 
hyacinth or some sudi rot; but she is just a slim girl beauty 
with a woman in her eyes. The man who stirs her to her 
depths is going to be gloriously happy, or gloriously the other 
thing. 

I'll meet you at Lawler, the nearest railroad station! 

Besides, I need you, you selfish prig. I need some damned 
idealist like you to keep me from wringing these natives' 
necks. They are giving my siu^reyors no end of trouble and 
I'm afraid will scare them entirely off the job. Only one of 
the bimch has good titles, and I've got that one on the string. 
I am taking up all the tracts which I didn't already own by 
having military boimty land-warrants located on Uiem — all, 
that is, except one quarter-section block that could not be 
covered by the warrants. I have regularly entered that, and 
will make final proof now very shortly. 

The natives are only squatting on the land, you see, their 
forbears having conquered it from the Indians, and having 
merely held it since by the right of the strongest without get- 
ting out government patents to it. I am expecting advices 
from Washington soon as to the locating of the last warrants, 
and the time will shortly be ripe for warning the hill-Billies 
to move on and make way for progress. 

I can't have the work commenced until the titles are all 
seciure, but that will be in a few weeks now, I hope. If you 
should happen to recover from yoiu: squeamishness, I'll take 
you in on the ground-floor yet and make you rich. In a few 
years from now you will fish in a lake that fills a moimtain 
valley five miles long and furnishes twenty thousand horse- 
power for a thriving little manufacturing dty on the plains 
below. Isn't this worth hobnobbing with a white-faced 
"ha'nf'inalog 

The sheet which should have followed had not 
been enclosed, and Mary Elizabeth was left staring 
at the one she held, in bewilderment. 
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Not iintil she got to the mention of the "white- 
faced ha'nt" did she once guess the author. The 
stranger, John Marshall, was the man who had 
written it! But to whom? About what? A note 
on the reverse page in the hand of her girl corre- 
spondent, imnoticed imtil now, said: "Fred Bear- 
ing, an awfully talented yoimg portrait-painter here, 
showed me this. I was telling him what a pretty 
model I thought you would make when he drew 
this letter from his pocket and said that it was a 
fimny coincidence that two of lus friends had foimd 
for him the model he had been looking for, and at 
about the same time. A few questions brought out 
the fact — or at least it looks to me like a fact — that 
you are the girl here described. I begged Fred for 
the part of the letter that touched on you, to send 
you. Do let me know if you are the girl, and who 
on earth the man is you have captured! Fred says 
he has no end of money." 

Mary Elizabeth turned back quickly to read with 
a fuller imderstanding. " She is just what you have 
always held she would be — ^ravishingly beautiful," 
the stranger had written about her. She looked up 
quickly into the little mirror which Babe had bought 
for her, but glanced as quickly away from its imper- 
fect, slandering surface. " Ravishingly beautiful " — 
but what did he mean by the other? What did he 
know of "what lay beneatJi" — ^he, John Marshall, the 
stranger? A flash of the spirit that he had divined, 
repudiated his recognition of it, but the next minute 
the girl smiled, for had he not called her "beautiful"? 
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The fleeting smfle gave way to a rising flush as 
she followed the lines further. What in the world 
could the man be talking about now? She had 
reached the "long-clothes baby" clause, and her eyes 
were flashing but shamed. So it was "fimny" and 
"pitiful" how ignorant she was of men and how to 
deal with them, was it? — ^her cheeks were scorching 
now. And what, what was it she had not had sense 
enough to be afraid of? — ^for he meant, of course, 
that she didn^t have any sense of propriety. She 
had done something that wasn't proper and he was 
laughing at and pitying her! She could not and 
woxild not stand it! 

"I need some damned ideklist like you to keep 
me from wringing these natives' necks" — ^Mary 
Elizabeth was waking up now. These lines had 
meant nothing to her at first, but now she suddenly 
felt that they were weighted with a sinister mean- 
ing. "My surveyors"! The expression struck her, 
and she read on avidly: "Only one of the bimch has 
a good title, and I've got that one on the string. 
I am taking up all the tracts which I didn't already 
own by having military boimty land-warrants lo- 
cated on them — ^all, that is, except one quarter-sec- 
tion block that could not be covered by the war- 
rants. I have regularly entered that, and will make 
final proof now very shortly." The girl suppressed 
a cry as she read on: "They are only squatting 
on the land, you see, their forbears having con- 
quered it from the Indians, and having merely held 
it since by the right of the strongest without getting 
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out government patents to it. I am expecting ad- 
vices from Washington soon as to the locating of the 
last warrants, and the time will shortly be ripe for 
warning the hill-Billies to move on and make way 
for progress." Mary Elizabeth crushed the paper 
between her desperate fingers, and looked up quickly 
with a smothered, "Help me!" 

A grave-eyed memory answered her cry. 

For the first time, the girl had turned to him, and 
somehow, she suddenly felt him very near. He 
would help. He would imderstand. In one of their 
last talks together he had told her about a man who 
had entered government land which the simple na- 
tives thought they owned, and what a fight he had 
had to save it for the poor settlers. It had bored 
her then, but it had impressed her, and now she 
foimd herself striving to remember all the details 
as he had related them. 

She would write him at once, the girl determined, 
and enclose him that letter. 

But the letter was John Marshall's! The thought 
came like an illumining flash, and the girl grew fixed 
and still in the light of what it imcovered. The 
letter was John Marshall's, and there was only one 
thing to be done — ^take it to him and teU him that 
she had read it and knew him for what he was! — 
But maybe — ^maybe — ^and with the hope, some- 
thing that had been struck cold in her suddenly 
flamed up again — ^yes, maybe he could explain. Why, 
of course he could explain! The girl seized her hat 
and jacket, flimg open the door which seemed to 
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obtrade itself between her and what she desperately 
hoped, and ran out into the morning freshness. 
There was no one near to question her, and she was 
soon out of sight, making her breathless way to the 
haimted house. 

It was ten o'clock and after when she arrived, ex- 
hausted and white, at the renovated door-step of 
the erstwhile ghostly place and knocked for admit- 
tance. She did not realize that she was leaning 
against the door for support, after her hurried and 
tr3dng joiuney, tiU it suddenly gave way imder an 
opening hand and let her almost faU into the arms 
of the man she was seeking. 

"Why, child, what on earth — " was his greeting, 
and the very tones of his voice made the girl ashamed 
that she had ever doubted him. 

" Sit down," he exclaimed, and she was soon seated 
in a big split-bottomed rocking-chair with her as- 
tonished host standing over her, deeply concerned. 

"I'U tell you in a minute," she panted. 

Marshall turned away, busying himself at a shiny 
new tin safe for a minute, but soon returned to 
her side with a glass of wine which he held to her 
lips. 

"Drink this," he said, "and then come out into 
the fresh air and let's take a walk." 

Mary Elizabeth drank as she was bidden, but 
again rested her head on the chair-back and looked 
about her. Everywhere were signs that money had 
been freely spent in providing whatever of comforts 
the region aflEorded, but beyond this the interior was 
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much like the rooms she saw every day. It was a 
good, homey place to rest in when one was tired in 
body and in spirit, and when one needed strength 
to straighten out a disagreeable complication of cir- 
ciunstances. 

Marshall was still standing over her. He had for- 
gotten to put back the wine-glass. After a moment 
he asked: 

"Don't you feel like taking a walk now?" 

"Oh, I can't go any further," she said wearily. 
"Let me tell you all about it here while I rest, and 
then I can go back." 

He had taken an imeasy seat in front of her on 
the edge of a table that stood against the wall, and 
now regarded her with an inexplicable expression in 
his deep eyes as he stroked his jaw perplexedly. 

"You are not really as tired as you think," was 
the audible conclusion he arrived at, " and we needn't 
walk fast, you know. Come on and let's try it." 

"You are not often inconsiderate," exclaimed the 
quick-tempered girl; "I tell you I am tired to death, 
and I am not going till I rest!" 

John Marshall looked at her a minute like a man 
who wanted to speak, then turned and went out on 
the front steps, where he stood for some little time 
gazing fixedly down the moimtain road. After a 
while he came back with a determined expression on 
his face, and walked quietly up to her. 

"You must come," he said. "You don't imder- 
stand. I am looking for Shan Thaggin and his wife 
about the matter of a land sale, and they must not 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



90 THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

find you here. They must not for your sake, child; 
people gossip even in the backwoods." 

Mary Elizabeth was on her feet in an instant with 
the "long-clothes baby" clause of his letter suddenly 
burnt into her imderstanding. 

"I never thought — I never thought for an in- 
stant — " she protested, tears of shame filling the 
violet depths of her eyes. 

Three minutes afterward they were threading the 
wood-way together, he a little in front talking cheerily 
about the pretty weather, and she behind, silent, 
with head down, like a child that had been pimished. 
A plimge or two through the pine thicket, and they 
were out of sight of the haimted house and of the 
moimtain road that led to it. Here a big log was 
soon singled out by the man and he turned reas- 
suringly to the silent girl behind him. 

"See," he said, "here is a good place to rest, and 
you can tell me all about it." When they were 
seated side by side on the huge log, he said, in the 
indulgent big-brother tone he had assumed toward 
her of late: 

"What's the trouble, Kttie girl?" 

"I got a letter this morning," began the girl with 
her characteristic directness, "and it enclosed a let- 
ter from you to somebody. I have brought it to 
you because it is yours, and because I want you to 
tell me that it isn't true.'' And she handed Wm his 
letter. 

Nothing perturbed, Marshall imfolded the sheet 
and began to read. Mary Elizabeth could easily 
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follow, for he had taken his seat close beside her. 
His quick eye scanned the first few lines — ^'^she is 
just what you have always held she would be — 
ravishingly beautiful," she saw him read. 

"But it is true!*' he exclaimed, turning on her 
suddenly a look that made her draw away. "Oh, 
come back; I am not to blame for it, God made you," 
and he took her by the arm to detain her as he re- 
turned to the letter. He looked at her once again 
with a challenging, laughing, daring glance such as 
he seldom gave her now. This time he was looking 
to see just how much she imderstood of his more 
intimate analysis of her, but the woman in her had 
retired behind an all-obscuring veil, and her index- 
finger pointed farther down the page: 

"That," she said quietly, "what do you mean by 
that?" 

The man's face changed as he read. It darkened. 
It took on a grim, set look. 

"What do you mean by it?" came in startled ex- 
clamation from the girl who was watching every 
shadow of change in his face. 

The man quietly tore the missive into a himdred 
little bits. "Just what it says," he answered slowly, 
as he sprinkled the white fragments on the pine 
straw imder their feet. 

"iV(?/" There was the break of a heart in the 
cry that escaped her, but the next moment she was 
on her feet and the violet of her eyes had turned to 
black. 

" F65," the man answered her. Then he caught 
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her suddenly by the wrists. "Listen to me," he in- 
sisted, as she straggled to free herself from him. His 
tightening grasp brought her face to face with him 
and she looked him in the eyes. 

"You are a ^coww-drel!" she said. 

Marshall drew back as if she had strack him. 
He released her hands and rose to his feet. Mary 
Elizabeth could never have imagined that look of 
him — ^the blue-white of his set features and the 
blaze of his terrible eyes. 

"You," he said slowly, "are— a woman." 

"Yes, but you will have men that you can fight. 
And real men, too," she flashed back. "Don't 
imagine because these poor things are grotesquely 
ignorant that you'll have any easy time in robbing 
them! The day is coming when you wiU find out 
that it is as hard to take a log cabin from a real man 
as it is to rob him of a landed estate." 

He was standing his full six feet with his head up 
and his straight look challenging her own, but he 
made no move to interrupt her torrent of indigna- 
tion. 

"Besides," the girl rashed on, "/ am here to see 
that you don't drive them out of their homes. You 
think I don't know an3rthing about law, but I do. I 
know that there is a way to thwart rascality like 
this! I know where I can get the best lawyer in 
this State and he can stop you, I can tell you, for he 
has dealt with just such cases before. And I am 
going to tell every man in this valley what you are 
up to, and we wfll combine against you " 
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"You are going to tell these people what you have 
found out?" The measured coldness of his voice 
contrasted queerly with her high-pitched, excited 
tones. 

"Just as soon as I can get the word to them/' 

"And are you going to tell them how you foxmd it 
out?" 

Something in his voice struck the girl quiet a 
moment. 

"You — ^you — oh, what do you mean?" she de- 
manded, half in fright. 

"That you got your information through reading 
a private letter that was not intended for your eyes? " 

The girl steadied herself by the log that they had 
quitted. 

"Why— why— I— you— I wUl tell them!" The 
stranger answered her never a word, but he was 
looking straight into her eyes. "I — I must tell 
them," she wavered — and then, pleadingly, "You 
will let me tell them?" 

"No." 

Just at that moment the voices of the Thaggins, 
man and wife, come on the matter of a land deal, 
were heard beyond the pine thicket. 

When Mary Elizabeth made her dazed way home 
that morning, it was with the realization that her 
lonely path was being guarded by Tony Thaggin 
in the obscure distance. By whose orders he was 
watching over her, she knew only too well, and 
somehow the knowledge made the broken heart 
withm her throb with a yet keener anguish. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

The next afternoon brought Mary Elizabeth an- 
other letter, and in a most imexpected way. Uncle 
Beck had met Babe at church and had hsmded hio^ 
a letter that should have been deUvered the day 
before, but which had been overlooked. 

Mary Elizabeth had done the unheard-of and im- 
forgivable thing of refusing to go to church that 
morning, and had stayed at home and devoted three 
solid hoiurs of the Sabbath to writing her benefactor 
for help and tearing up her mystifying missives as 
soon as they were penned. And it was no easy task, 
for she felt in honor boimd not to disclose to him 
what she had learned from Marshall's letter. At 
length, however, she had succeeded in writing a let- 
ter which she was willing to send. It said simply: 

Dear Guardian: 

I want you to help me do something for somebody who 
needs it very much. It may cost a great deal — ^as much as 
a himdred dollars, maybe. I am not at liberty to tell you 
now just what it is, but the cause is deserving, and I know 
you can trust me to tell you the truth. Won't you write me 
the full details of that incident about the man's "entering" 
another man's land? Tell me all about it, and how you saved 
the land for the real owner. Write me this at once, please. 

There is something down in the bottom of my heart that 
I would like to say to you this morning, but I don't know how 
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to do it. I want to be really sure that it is there first. Please, 
sir, don't forget about the hxmdred dollars, and write me 
at once about the land matter. 

Aflfectionately, 

Mary Elizabeth. 

At last the letter was sealed and stamped and on 
the little pine shelf under the looking-glass. Mary 
Elizabeth looked at it with the feeling that she had 
done all that was in her power so far. There really 
was nothing else to be done unless she were to pray 
that it bring the needed help. But the relations 
between Mary Elizabeth and the Hearer of Prayer 
had been strained for some time, and last night she 
had taken Him to task for many things and had 
told Him just what she thought of Him. Clearly 
she couldn't expect anything of Him. But her 
guardian would help her. And she set her white 
teeth to stop the quiver of her chin, and went out to 
join the family group, just returned from church. 

Babe's imobtrusive brow had never been accused 
of harboring anything of wisdom, but down in the 
rugged breast of the man there was something which 
stood as its equivalent. He did not give Mary 
Elizabeth this second letter imtil he was able to do 
so entirely imobserved. This was not till after din- 
ner was over and the girl had set out for the woods 
in an effort to escape what she had battled with in 
that little room throughout all her waking hours 
smce John Marshall had set his cowardly seal of 
silence upon her lips. 

"No— go back," she said to Babe Davis in the 
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tone one might have used to a faithful dog that was 
following. "I want to be by myself." They were 
down by the big gully, where he had followed to 
give her the letter. With the wistful acquiescence 
of the ever-faithful, the man obeyed, but he startled 
her with the question: 

"You ain't a-goin' to walk with him^ air you?" 

"No!" vehemently. 

"Well, don't," he said; "leastways, not fur." 
Then he turned back, leaving her speechless with 
astonishment that he, the erstwhile dumbly acqui- 
escent, had spoken to protest. 

But Babe and his advice were left behind with the 
sight of the little cabin, and Mary Elizabeth plimged 
deeper and deeper into the woods, and at last f oimd 
for herself a shady seat on the pine-needles far from 
every sight and sound except those of the living 
forest. 

She had already looked at the envelope. It was 
directed in a man's hand — ^but not his^ and was post- 
marked "Mobile." A moment after she was seated 
she had its one page imf olded before her. The com- 
mimication ran: 

Miss Mary E. Dale, 

Pinetop, Ala. 
Dear Madam: 

It becomes my painful duty to inform you that your guar- 
dian — or rather, the gentleman who acted as guardian to 
you for a number of years — dropped dead in his office on the 
afternoon of the sixteenth, of heart failure. 

You would have been informed of the sad news sooner, if 
I had known yoiu: whereabouts. The deceased, as you prob- 
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ably know, was very immethodical, and having no premoni- 
tion of death, took no steps to provide for the easy admin- 
istration of his affairs. It has been foimd, however, that 
his debts are fully equal to his assets. He left no will, and 
had no heirs. Permit me to say that I regret very much 
yoiu: guardian did not leave you substantially provided for, 
and that I will be glad to serve you in any way if you should 
care to look further into his affairs. 

Yours very truly, 

•R. T. BosTiCK. 
Bostick & Weaver, Atfys. 

Mary Elizabeth looked up from the formal signa- 
ture in a dazed, helpless way. No, the sim had not 
gone out, it was something eke that had made the 
world turn dark — something which had no connec- 
tion with herself, which had no part in her desperate 
schemes against the stranger, and no kinship what- 
ever with the graying skies above, the wind-swept, 
brown-carpeted earth beneath, or aught of hill- 
tragedy that lay between — something which erased 
aU else and wrote across the face of everything: 
"Whose arm raised that gray head from the dusty 
office floor?" 

The girl did not cry out, neither did she cast her- 
self down in despair upon the brown earth. It was 
all so strange, so imreal, it simply co%M not be. She 
sat very still there among the pine-needles and 
looked into nothingness, utterly incapable of accept- 
ing the thing which had descended upon her. Again 
she was striving, as on that memorable night, to 
recall his features, and again only the quiet look of 
him answered her summons to appear. 
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The gray hours crept by, the sky darkened, and 
the restless pines grew still; and in the evening quiet, 
came face to face the untamed spirit of the girl and 
the memory of the man who had done his stumbling 
best for her — ^with the Hearer of Prayer to judge 
between. But it was all so complex, so imreal, not 
Mary Elizabeth could imderstand, nor could, per- 
haps, the grave-eyed memory — only He could know 
who was God at once of the fettered, struggling souls 
of the living and the disembodied spirits of the dead. 

But when Babe Davis came searching in the twi- 
light for her, the girl looked up at him with troubled, 
mist-dinmied eyes and said: 

"Babe, I have lost di. friend J^ 

Somewhere in that unmeasured stretch of pain 
that links the death of a hopeless day to the dawn 
of one that is still more hopeless, Mary Elizabeth 
reached what she thought was the answer to her life 
problem: She would pay back the debt she owed 
him — ^not to the last dollar, but to the last heart 
throb of it — ^by a life of service to her people. 
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CHAPTER rX 

The haunted house was hiding its sinister reaKty 
tinder a most cheery and healthful-looking disguise 
that graying Monday afternoon. Not in all that 
mountain valley was there to be f oimd a more gen- 
erous fireplace filled with a more briskly crackling 
fire. And not an)nvhere within those encircling hills 
could be seen such another illumination as streamed 
from the well-kept glass lamp through the open back 
door to ensure that White-faced Silas was not shad- 
owing the stable wherein Tony was performing his 
evening tasks. As a further provision against a 
visit from the ousted ghostly tenant, John Marshall 
walked heavily and whistled cheerily as he prepared 
the evening meal inside, or as he every now and then 
came to the open door to call encouragement to the 
boy in the stable. 

After a little, Tony came in and closed the rear 
door behind him. 

"You didn't beat me, you scoimdrel," was the 
man's hearty greeting to him. "Supper is ready to 
put on the table, and it's bully!" The smoking 
slices of coimtry-cured ham on the broiler before 
the big log fire, the brown hoe-cakes on the glowing 
hearth, and the spitting and sputtering coffee near 
by, offered themselves in enthusiastic support of 
his claims. In a very short while the edibles were 
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transferred to a rude pine table which had been 
drawn up for the purpose, and man and boy drew up 
their respective chairs opposite each other. 

Tony made a long arm for the hoe-cakes before 
he was fairly seated, but Marshall snatched the 
plate away tentatively. 

"Have you washed your hands?" he demanded. 
On being answered in the aflSmiative, he poked the 
hoe-cakes at the boy, but still hesitatingly. "I'm 
a good mind not to let you have any for not getting 
us some fresh butter," he declared. Tony started 
to protest, but the other stopped him impatiently — 
"Yes, I know all about the chestnuts, but they wiU 
not answer. I've told you that a dozen times. 
Every time I start you out to forage for something 
to eat you come back with a load of chestnuts or 
chinquapins! Do I look like a squirrel?" 

"I — ^I — ^I got your whiskey." 

"Well, that's something Uke. Have a hoe-cake, 
yoimg moonshiner." 

Then man and boy fell to right heartily, and in 
all too short a time, physiologically reckoned, ate 
their way through to the dallying, toying stage of 
the process., 

Marshall became reflective. Indeed, anybody 
else but Tony might have seen, through the whole 
evening, that there was something on the man's 
mind. With the stirring of that something, the 
cloaking cheeriness of his mood now dropped away 
from him, and his strong face took on lines that 
might have been the finger-marks of either a callous 
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hardness or a deq) and hidden hurt. After some 
moments of thought he asked: 

" How did you get in so early this evening? Didn't 
you go home with your teacher?" 

"No— o-o." 

"Well, why in thimder didn't you?" 

"She wouldn't let me." 

"Why didn't she let you? I'll bet you gave the 
whole tiling away!" 

"Huh?" said the boy, beginning to lose his mental 
oars. 

"Tony, I'll shake you in a minute! What did she 
say to you?" 

" Oh, her? Why she said — she said ef I was a-goin' 
to come home with her 'cause I loved her, I might 
could come; but ef I was comin' 'cause you sont 
me, I shouldn't." 

"Well, you told her you were going because you 
loved her, of course?" 

"Huh?" 

Marshall looked up with a quick flash of temper, 
but restrained himself and repeated his question 
again and more deliberately. 

"No," said Tony, after the import of the inquiry 
had been dinned into him, "no, I told her you 
sont me." 

"Well, didn't I tell you not to!" The man 
clutched the loaf of bread in one hand and a carving 
knife in the other as if threatening to visit upon the 
scapegoat loaf the wrath that he could ill contain. 

"Teacher told me to always tell the truth." 
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The executioner paused, looked at the boy a few 
minutes, and then quietly laid bread and knife down 
upon the table. 

There was a period of silence, and then Tony asked, 
laconically: 

"Howcome teacher didn't ride the mare to-day?" 

"Teacher's tired of riding,'' savagely. 

"Howcome she sont all them back to you?" — ^he 
indicated with a nod a pile of novels on the side 
table. 

"Teacher's tired of reading, you damned fool!" 

Another silence in which both man and boy made 
further headway in the viands, and then the former 
asked: 

"Tony, do people like the teacher better than they 
used to?" 

Tony thought a minute and then replied: "The 
chillims likes her." 

"Yes, but the grown folks?" 

Tony thought another minute and gravely shook 
his head. " They sho' don't, stranger." 

"Why not?" 

"I dunno." 

"Does Mr. Sykes, the superintendent, like her?" 

"He hates her." 

"Why?" 

"I dunno." 

Here the back-log dropped in two, and Marshall 
busied himself for a space in ramming the noses of 
the severed chunks together toward the front of 
the dog-iron§ and heaving on another immwse log 
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at the back. He seemed to enjoy stamping this into 
conformity to the space to which he assigned it. 
When he returned to his seat, he asked of the boy: 

"How does she seem to-day?" 

"Who?" 

"The teacher. Is she— is she — sad?" 

"No, mad." 

"Oh!" 

After Tony had braced up on another huge slice 
of ham and a hunk of lightbread which he was left 
to cut for himself, he asked, as if something were on 
his mind: 

"What's *sad'? Is hit sorter sorry an* droopy- 
like?" 

John Marshall's afltanative nod was accompanied 
by a quick look of interest. 

"Well," said the boy, who could think fairly con- 
secutively when not interfered with, "she was, to 
say, more snappish than sorry when I told her you 
said for me to go home with her; but she was sad 
though — ^awful sad onct." 

"When?" 

"When she told me what to tell Uncle Beck 'bout 
that man dyin'." 
. "What man?" 

"Huh?" 

"What man was it that died, Tony?" 

"Oh, somebody away from here. Somebody that 
onct was good to her." 

"The man that raised her?" 

"Huh?" 
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"The rich man that took her away from here 
when she was little and took care of her — her guar- 
dian?" 

"Guardeen — ^yes — that's what she called him. 
He drapped dead t'other day — ^but he wasn't rich." 

"How do you know?" the man was all interest. 
He leaned forward slightly to get the boy's reply. 

" 'Cause when I rid over to the store at big re- 
cess to tell Uncle Beck what she said — ^I — she — a — " 
Tony was drifting again. 

"What did you hear at the store?" Marshall 
asked by way of bringing him back to his moor- 
ings. 

"Oh, I heerd Mr. Davis a-tellin' Uncle Beck 'bout 
the man a-dyin', an' he said he hadn't left teacher 
a cent." 

"Which Davis?" 

"The one what's takin' notice o' teacher." 

"Are you sure he said that?" 

"Huh?" 

"Are you sure he said that that man didn't leave 
teacher a cent?" 

"Yes, didn't I hear him with my own years?" 

The man got up quickly from his chair and strode 
the length of the room and then back again. "Poor 
girl, what will she do?" he asked half aloud in his 
solicitous musings; and then — "Yes, by George, 
I'll buy that place of hers! She must have the 
money to get away from here!" 

"Huh?" Tony asked in questioning answer to his 
imconscious exclamation. 
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"Oh, nothing," Marshall replied, impatiently. 
"Fall to and wash up your dishes now, and get 
along home." 

It was "big recess" time of the following day, 
and the children had just scattered to the simny 
stretches outside to eat their limches. Mary Eliza- 
beth remained in the school-room, making the keen 
littie wind that was blowing her excuse to be alone 
for a coveted hour. Morning had come with its 
usual quota of troubles for the teacher, and this was 
the first opportimity she had had to-day to take 
stock of the wreckage left by the storm that had 
swept over her. 

Ctaly last Saturday — three days ago by the calen- 
dar that himg on the wall, but ages and ages past, 
measured by the suflEering that had been hers — ^John 
Marshall had been discovered by her to be engaged 
in a villainy deep and mysterious; that night the 
Hearer of Prayer had failed her and she had defied 
Him to His face; and day before yesterday — could 
it be that it was only day before yesterday? — there 
had dropped out of reach of her tardy gratitude 
forever the only thing in her life that had proven 
worth while. Too vast for expression, the pain of 
it all lay a dead weight on her aching heart as the 
cruelly slow-paced minutes passed. 

Then, almost mechanically, her glance took in the 
new and hardly yet familiar details of the room in 
which she sat. All about her were the comforts 
which John Marshall had placed there for the sake 
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of the suflEering children, yet John Marshall was even 
then, perhaps, perfecting against them and theirs a 
nefarious scheme which she, Mary Elizabeth, was for- 
bidden on her honor to disclose to them. It was in- 
tolerable — something must be done, something that 
woxild force the man to let her speak. She must see 
him, she must find a way! 

As if conjured up by her thoughts, John Marshall 
at that moment entered the door of the school-room 
in the wake of a courteous child who was showing 
him in. The impatient usher did not wait to see that 
the teacher rose to her feet but remained silent even 
when the stranger, hat in hand, gave her a formal 
greeting. 

Perhaps the man's ill-concealed, shocked surprise 
at the change in the girl's face kept him from noticing 
her neglect to answer him, or, maybe, he purposely 
ignored it. Anyway, there was no resentment in his 
quiet, firm voice as he said: 

"I have something of importance to say to you. 
Sit down." 

Though distinctly imcompromising, Mary Eliza- 
beth slipped into the chair that stood before the 
teacher's desk and indicated a seat to the stranger. 
A thoroughly awakened ciuiosity veiled in part the 
deep indignation that was burning in her eyes. 

"What is it?" she found herself saying. 

"Do you remember that when I first met you, you 
said that you owned a place over the ridge that used 
to belong to your father, and that you wanted to sell 
it?" 
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"Yes," quietly, but her eyes were darkening omi- 
nously. 

"Well, I have come this morning to tell you that if 
you still want to sell, I will give you your cash price 
for it." 

"Do you take me for a child? For worse?" she 
flashed out before his last sentence was well out of his 
mouth. 

"I don't imderstand you." 

"You mean that you are coimting on my not un- 
derstanding you! So it's my place, is it, that is the 
one of all the lot which the owner holds good titles 
to? And / am the person that you have 'on the 
string'? Did you think that I could forget the phras- 
ing of that infamous letter, and so soon as this?" 

For fully a minute he did not speak; he was making 
a visible effort to control himself, and Mary Elizabeth 
was suddenly conscious of a queer little feeling of fear 
at his power of self-repression. When Marshall did 
speak, his voice was imder his control. He picked 
up a pencil that lay near and drew toward him a sheet 
of paper. He was leaning toward her that he might 
use part of the desk space for a hard surface upon 
which to draw. 

"K you will suspend judgment for a while," he 
said through compressed Ups, "I will show you what 
I am doing here and prove to you that you are fight- 
ing windmills." He began to trace a crude drawing 
on the paper. Mary Elizabeth's ciuious glance oscil- 
lated between the paper under his hand and the face 
of the man, which was in profile toward her and quite 
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neax. She caught herself marking the fine, strong 
outline of the face, and feeling a keen interest, 
through the oblique but near view she commanded, 
in the fire that she had kindled in his eyes. 

"To begin with," he said, "this valley that we are 
living in is just a little concavity scooped out of the 
top of one of the highest plateaus in the State. It is 
surroimded by a ridge with only one break — ^at the 
falls that we visited together — and contains a half- 
dozen of the boldest springs in the coimtry which to- 
gether fiunish a remarkably fine supply of water. I 
purpose to buy up this depressed region — ^about five 
miles in length — dam the break at the falls, and con- 
vert the whole vaUey into a reservoir in which shall 
be stored water for all-the-year-round usage." He 
looked up into her face for a moment as if speculat- 
ing as to whether to proceed or not, and said, paren- 
thetically, " I am putting myself into your hands, you 
see." Then he returned to his drawing, and con- 
tinued: "I expect to regulate this water-power and 
use it to generate electric power which will supply all 
the needs of a model manufacturing city to be located 
twenty miles south of here where two prospective 
railroads are to cross another already in operation, 
and where materials are at hand for the manufacture 
of steel. Now that is my nefarious scheme. This 
place of yours that we are discussing is not in the 
valley at^ill and is not in any way necessary to the 
furtherance of our project. I need absolutely only 
the land which I am to submerge, and a few acres 
at the falls on which to locate a power plant. Yoiu: 
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father's place is two miles east of this spot." The 
explanation finished, he moved a little away from her 
and looked at her as if he expected her to imderstand. 

"Then what do you want with it?" 

She was sharp enough to see that her quick ques- 
tion disconcerted him in a degree. 

"Why, I shall use it for the site of a workmen's 
camp, I suppose." 

"Mr. Marshall," said the girl, deliberately, and her 
voice was strange to him as she answered him, "I 
am not the same girl I was when I talked to you that 
first morning. I am not now fighting to get rid of 
the responsibility which has been laid upon me, and 
I have found out somehow that there are debts which 
cannot be paid in money. I am not the selfish — 
and — cowardly girl I was that day. I am a woman, 
and the woman in me is going to stand her groimd." 
The man drew a deep breath and the expression in his 
eyes softened. "I am going to stand my groimd 
against you," she concluded, "and refuse your covert 
bribe to silence." 

Marshall rose from his chair. There was on his 
face the look that had frightened her in that last 
interview. 

" I have no words with which to answer that from a 
woman," he said. 

He was going. He was moving toward the door. 
Mary Elizabeth suddenly remembered that she had 
determined to force him to release her from her obU- 
gation to her own sense of honor and let her make one 
effort to save the homes of her people. 
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"Mr. MarshaU.'^ 

He turned in his tracks and paused, but he did not 
answer her. Mary Elizabeth rose and came a step 
or two nearer him. 

"On what conditions will you let me speak — ^let 
me tell what I read ?" 

" On whatever conditions are imposed by your own 
sense of honor," and he left her with never a look 
backward. 

"When air you a-goin' to go Vay? " It was Tony 
who had foimd her in her indignation and despair. 

"I don't understand you, Tony. Go away from 
the school-house, do you mean?" She was too 
wrought up to wonder at his sudden presence. 

"No, go Vay f'm here — Vay off an' not come 
back, mebbe?" 

"Why, I am not going at all — ever." 

Heaven opened in the child's clouded face — "Why, 
he said you was." 

"Who said I was?" the girl was fairly startled at 
the guess she made. 

"Mr. Marshall — him what was in here to see you 
jes now." 

" Mr. Marshall said whoi^ Tony? Think hard and 
tell me the very words he said." 

But Tony couldn't think. 

"When was it, dear?" — ^patiently. 

"Las' night." 

"Where?" 

"Up to his house." 
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''How did he come to say anything about me?" 

"He was pestered 'cause I told him your guardeen 
had done died an' hadn't lef you no money." 

"OA, Tonyr 

"Yes, he was pestered, too," he declared, protest- 
ing against what he took for scepticism in her face: 
"He was awful pestered, 'cause he jumped up outen 
his cheer an' walked up an' down the floor lookin' 
that worrited, an' sayin' — an' sayin' " 

"Saying what, Tony?" desperately. 

Suddenly a ray of light came : " Poor girl, what will 
she do?" the boy repeated mechanically, and all im- 
consdously imitating Marshall's very tone of voice. 
Mary Elizabeth was very white and quiet when she 
asked again: 

"What was it Mr. Marshall said about my going 
away?" 

"Oh, yes" — ^the light was coming steadier now — 
"he was a-talkin' to hisse'f-like, an' he said he was 
goin' to buy sump'n f 'm you so you might could have 
the money to go 'way f'm here — ^teacher! — ^teacher I 
— ^be you sick?" 
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Mary Elizabeth had scarcely finished pinning a 
note in Tony's jacket, when the door of the school- 
house opened and admitted Uncle Beck. There was 
a flutter of excitement among the kept-in children, 
and the little teacher's face flushed with pleasure, for 
in all that coimtry aroimd there was no one man so 
much loved and esteemed, so always welcome, as the 
genial, kindly store-keeper. 

Mary Elizabeth knew that he was there in answer 
to her imexpressed call for sympathy, so she hurried 
through the penitential ta^ she had imposed on 
the kept-ins and sent them on their way rejoicing, 
that she might have a long, imdisturbed chat with 
Uncle Beck. 

When the door was shut on the last hurrying 
urchin, she turned to the old man. Uncle Beck sat 
poking the fire and pimching down the ashes as if it 
were his one business in life. 

" Wa-al, Piuly," he said cheerily as she took a seat 
beside him, "the best thing to do for a man that's in 
trouble is to feed him. You womenfolks ain't built 
that way, but I 'lowed a little sump'n sweet would 
holp you up a bit." He was feeling in his great sag- 
ging pockets, and soon brought out two big red 
apples and a generous package of stick candy. " You 
always was crazy 'bout the pepperment kind 'cause 
hit was striped," he reminded her. He searched 
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again and this time produced a yellow paper sack of 
something. 

"Guess what," he conmianded. 

"Tea-cakes — scalloped tea-cakes/' she exclaimed, 
her eyes answering his expectant smile. 

"Now ain't that like her!" he chuckled with de- 
Ught. 

"Like who?'' 

"Like the little freckle-face gal what used to swing 
her bare legs from my coimter an' give me orders 
about the kind she wanted — ^me settin' up, too, mind 
you! — ^Like the little gal what went away from here 
an' never come back." 

"But she did come back, Uncle Beck," and she 
laid one hand on his rough shoulder. 

"Whar's them freckles, I'd like to know?" he de- 
manded with mock suspicion. 

"I took them off." 

"The name o' nation!" 

"Yes, I did," and she smiled at his imdisguised 
astonishment. "I put a strong medicine on my 
face that took all the skin off, and the freckles came 
with it" 

^^Nachidlyt But did you mean to do it?" 

"Why, of course." 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth, I alwa3rs did sorter b'lieve that 
Providence was jes prankin' with us when He made 
women." He took the pointed chin of the girl be- 
tween his thumb and forefinger and raised her head 
up for a better look into her face. "I wonder ef He 
ra-aUy did mean you to be took in earnest." 
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"My guardian took women in earnest. He took 
me in terrible earnest." She looked past Unde Beck 
to the bleakness of the winter scene outside. 

"I was mighty sorry to hear 'bout him a-dyin*, 
MaV 'Lizbeth." He had warded oflE the painful 
subject as long as he could, after the manner of men. 
**He was mighty good to you, wasn't he?" 

The girl's face paled. " I am just beginning to im- 
derstand how good," she said, quietly. 

Unde Beck got very busy pxmching down the 
ashes again. When he straightened up he said in a 
more cheerful tone: 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth, hit ain't that I'm xmcarin' when 
I talk 'bout business so soon, but I'm mighty anxious 
to know how he left you pervided for. Babe Davis 
said — ^hit's your 'Unde Beck' what's astin the ques- 
tion, honey " 

"He didn't have anything to leave, Unde Beck. 
But I can work, you know; I don't mind that." And 
she smiled tenderly as she echoed the bdoved so- 
briquet. 

" Too bad, too bad," and he gave the ashes another 
vigorous pimching. 

"If you don't stop that we won't have any fire 
left!" said the girl firmly. The old man desisted 
promptly, but he had got the courage he was playing 
for. 

"Honey," he said, looking at her gravely, "have 
you got any money left?" 

"Left from what?" 

"Didn't he send you money regerlar?" 
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"No, he offered to, but I told him I would make 
my salary do, and would not be a burden to hun any 
longer. That pleased him very much. It was not 
that he cared for money — ^he gave away all he made — 
but he said that the struggle would develop me." 

"Wa-al, he hadn't ought to " 

"Yes, he ought, Unde Beck." 

"You ain't answered me, Ma'y 'Lizbeth." 

"Oh — ^I have a dollar and sixty cents, I think." 

"You ain't got no other dependence but jes that 
an' what you git for teachin'?" 

"Well, my salary is enough." 

"Yes, a plenty for present purposes, child, but ef 
anything should happen — ef you was to be took bad 
sick or anything like that " 

"Oh, I'd manage some way." 

"You'd come to me, I hope." 

"I wouldn't go to anybody. I am going to be ab- 
solutely independent. And more than that, I am 
going to pay to those who need it what Mr. Fenwick 
spent on me. I feel now that that was really the way 
he always intended to have me pay him." 

The old man looked worried; but the gentle smile 
was not long out of his eyes, and after a moment or 
two he said, quizzically: 

"You've got what I call * enlargement of con- 
science,' Ma'y 'Lizbeth. I hope it ain't ketchin'." 

"Well, Unde Beck, isn't it my duty to do what I 
can?" 

"Hit's your duty to do what you can, but not what 
you canH, Ma'y 'Lizbeth, thar's a diff'r^nc^ b^- 
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tween the two that some folks don't always appreci- 
ate. Now jes you go slow, honey; the responsibil- 
ity ain't all yoxim." 

The girl looked thoughtful for a moment but then 
said with her old emphasis: 

" As much of the responsibility is mine as I can pos- 
sibly carry, Unde Beck; that is the faith he taught 
me." 

The old man had grown grave. He was' visibly 
troubled, and started to say something, but hesi- 
tated. The next moment he shifted to his placating 
mood again and said: 

"Wa-al, honey, we'll both of us know more when 
we're older. But goin' back to the subject of 
freckles: I'm pleased to know that you've had some 
little experience in skinnin' people alive, b'cause you 
need it in your business." 

"What do you mean, Unde Beck?" 

"I mean that you've jes nachully got to take the 
hide off 'n some o' them big boys. You've got to lick 
'em, gal, an' the sooner you git down to it, the better 
hit'll be for all concerned." 

"You don't know what you're talking about, 
Unde Beck. You just ought to come and see how 
well they mind me. Why, there's not a single one of 
them that would deserve a punishment like that even 
if it were right to give it to him." 

"Sh-h-h, honey, don't you never let nobody but 
your Unde Beck hear you say a thing like that! 
^ Right to give hit to him' I Why, child, you'll be 
a-sayin' sassafras tea ain't good for 'em next! Now 
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you don't understand me. Hit ain't any question 
whether or not them hulkin' fellers is doin' any one 
certified thing callin' for a lickin'. The real ques- 
tion is that you got to break their sperits, you got 
to tromple on 'em a bit; hit's a good tonic for 
'em." 

The girl looked at him quickly with reproach in her 
glance. She didn't see the twinkle in his eyes for the 
mist that rose in her own. 

"Uncle Beck, I wouldn't have thought it of you!" 
was all she could say. 

The old man leaned forward and tapped her on the 
wrist several times with the new plug of tobacco he 
had taken from his pocket. 

"See here, child," he said, very earnestly now, "hit 
ain't me. Ef you've got any patent way o' makin' a 
man outen a boy 'thout lickin' him, I'm agreeable. 
But the people ain't satisfied — they ain't got much 
faith in anything but the old reliable. Mister Sykes 
has been spreadin' hit aroimd — ^I'm tellin' you this 
for your own good, Ma'y 'Lizbeth — that you let 
Tony Thaggin miss an' miss an' miss, without ever 
hittin' him a lick for it. Understand, I don't b'lieve 
hit, child, but other people do." 

"Unde Beck, Tony isn't normally bright, you 
know." The old man nodded slowly, and she con- 
tinued: "Tell me one thing: Is Mr. Sykes any sort of 
judge of work like mine?" 

"He's sup'rintendent of schools for this coimty, 
Ma'y 'Lizbeth." 

"Yes, but he won't be long!" 
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"You goin* to root him out, kitten?" 

"I certainly am!" 

"Go slow, honey, go slow." 

"Well, Unde Beck, answer me straight out now — 
do you think Mr. Sykes has any sense?" 

The old man twirled his thumbs over each other 
for a long time in silence. 

"Do you?" demanded the girl again. 

"Wa-al, I was jes tryin' to make my choice o* 
conclusions," he drawled at last. "You see hit's this 
way: Ef Sykes is a smart man, then I'm a damn fool, 
an' ef he's a damn fool, I've got the sense. I'll let 
you know later what I decide. But he ain't no easy 
mark, Ma'y 'Lizbeth, don't git that into your head. 
Only last week he kep' a jury himg for forty-eight 
hours an' had a mistrial declared at last. He told me 
in confidence that he turned down eleven of the con- 
trariest men he ever sot his eyes on." The old man 
waited a minute for an answering smile, then he 
reached over and patted her gently on the head: 

"Hit's time to laugh, Ma'y 'Lizbeth!" 

The girl smiled obediently, a little wonderingly, 
perhaps, but still she smiled. That much conces- 
sion made, she reverted to her original contention: 

" I want you to know that I appreciate your advice. 
Uncle Beck, but I'll just have to use my own judg- 
ment in dealing with Mr. Sykes." 

The coimty superintendent of education disposed 
of, she abruptly revived a topic which the old man 
fondly thought he had quashed as between them long 
before. 
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"Unde Beck, why won't anybody ever talk to me 
about White-faced Silas?" 

"Why — ^most prob'ly 'cause thar ain't nothin' to 
say 'bout him, I reckon. What is it you partic'lar 
want to know?" 

"Did he have a son, and disown him? — ^Didn't 
he?" 

"No, he didn't." 

"Are you sure?" 

"Dead sure." 

"Well — ^that can't be it, then," musingly. Then 
she said, as if to herself: "Yet the house belongs to 
the heirs of the ghost." 

"What you talkin' 'bout, Ma'y 'Lizbeth?" 

"I was thinking about the stranger there now." 

" Wa-al, you minded me so nice 'bout Mister Sykes, 
I'm goin' to give you another piece of advice: Don't 
think too much 'bout that * stranger thar now.'" 

"Why?" she demanded, with her eyes steadily on 
his own. 

"I don't like him." 

The girl's lips parted and then closed again in 
silence. After a little she asked abruptly: "Uncle 
Beck, how did he get possession of the haimted 
house?" 

Was it consternation that she surprised in his 
kind old eyes? 

"How — ^how should I know?'* he asked in retiun; 
but he kept his eyes on hers as he answered: "I do 
know one thing though, honey, an' that is you'd 
better let that old place and ever'thing connected 
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with hit severely alone. Take my advice in this one 
thing — ^for a change." 

"Well — and you tell me this one thing — *for a 
change': What makes Bud Davis hate me like he 
does?" 

"With my two eyes on the purty face of you, 
child, I couldn't possible guess." 

The old store-keeper suddenly f oimd it necessary to 
get up and go to the window to see if his horse was 
still standing. 

"Dan'l is mighty onruly this cold weather," he 
explained. 

"Then it must be against your rules for Dan'l to 
go to sleep, for that's what he's doing every time I 
see him," declared the girl with a quick touch of 
temper. "No, it's just your way of putting me off 
whenever I ask you anything." 

The old man turned roimd suddenly, facing her, 
but his back was to the strong light. 

"Look here, gal, don't you dispute my word! In 
p'int of fact now, I've always answered ever'thing 
you ast. You've jes gone an' got the notion into 
your head that thar's a powerful myst'ry 'bout that 
old white-faced ha'nt, an' thar ain't. That's the 
whole of it! Now, in the name o' conmion sense, 
what is hit you're a-drivin' at?" 

"Nothing," firmly and finally. 

"Jes what I 'lowed!" 

But in a moment or two he went over to the sulk- 
ing girl, and, taking his seat beside her, put his 
kindly old hand on her brown hair. " Le's make up. 
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honey. Your Uncle Beck is jes plumb weak about 
you, ef he does have to scold you sometimes." 

The girl put one soft little hand on his own, and 
the old man continued, with a smile: 

"Speakin' o' quarrelling Ma^y Xizbeth, did you 
ever hear 'bout the hard feelin's that was stirred up 
here onct 'bout that coflSn?" 

"Why, what coffin, Unde Beck?" 

"The coffin Dilsey Sellers bought for her step- 
mother what was Melissa's second cousin," said the 
old man, playing for her interest. "You see the 
whole trouble was that Dilsey was a little too pre- 
vious, for the old lady wasn't good dead, though she 
was mighty nigh onto hit. Hit was when the old 
woman was at her sickest that Dilsey went to Simp- 
kinsville to sell her cotton, an' up an' come back 
with the coffin. Hit seems that Dilsey wa'nt so 
much to blame as you might think, for while she was 
in town she seen a mighty takin' show-winder whar 
they was oflEerin' coffins dirt-cheap, an' besides, the 
store-keeper told her that thar never was such another 
cut in coffins sence the world begun an' never would 
be ag'in, and that that' was jes nachully her last 
chance. So Dilsey got excited-like an' bought one 
of the onery things an' come a-drivin' home with hit 
in the waggin. 

"Wa-al, sir, old Mis' Sellers was the maddest sick 
'oman you ever sot your two eyes on ! She told Dilsey 
right up an' down that she was a-goin' to git well jes 
to spite her; an' she riz up from that bed, then an' 
thar, an' never went back to hit except for to sleep 
at night, an' a mighty hard time they had a-gittin' 
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her to do that, at first. An* ef you'll b'lieve me, she 
got plxun well an' fat — so fat that she outgrowed the 
coflSn. When hit got to that pass, Dilsey stopped 
speakin' to her, an' she had to go way over in Walker 
to live with a grandchild o' hers by her first hus- 
band." 

"But what in the world did poor Dilsey do with 
the coflSn, Uncle Beck?" 

" Kept hit, of course. Dilsey ain't rich enough to 
th'ow away seventeen dollars and ninety-eight cents. 
Wa-al, she didn't have no place to put hit whar hit 
wouldn't show hit's bull-necked self an' skeer folks, 
so she slid hit under the bed to keep her dirty do'es 
in. They say Lil — she's the blind one, you know — 
is might' nigh crazy 'bout hits bein' thar in the house, 
an' thinks she runs ag'in hit ever' way she txuns. 
When Dilsey starts to go ojff an' leave Lil by herself 
she leads her up to the bed an' makes her stoop down 
an' put her hand on the coflSn to show her that hit's 
safe outen her way; but all the same, Lil says, Dilsey 
ain't more'n out o' hearin' before the thing gits out 
in some way an' is imder her feet ag'in." 

"Oh, horrors! Why doesn't Dilsey throw the 
awful old thing away? " the girl asked, aghast. 

"Why, Dilsey can't afford hit. You see she's 
a-keepin' hit, lookin' to the time when one o' the 
neighbors will need hit an' she'll git her money back. 
But la, honey! The presence o' that thar coflSn has 
acted like a course o' bitters to the whole passel of 
us. We've been the wellest bimch you ever sot eyes 
on ever sence hits arrival amongst us — ^all, that is, 
except Grandma Thaggin, an' she declares hit's too 
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short for her by a good three inches, ef Dilsey got 
an)rthing like a decent fit for her ma." 

" And is it that which makes Dilsey so impopular? " 
Mary Elizabeth asked. 

"Wa-al, Dilsey is one o' them people that's bom 
impop'lar, honey, but of course this here coflSn 
scrape set her back still further. Hit's left her in 
a delicate siterwation with the neighbors, so to speak. 
You see the people, 'specially the small-sized ones, 
can't help suspicionin' her when she asts how they 
feely an' thar air them what wouldn't eat a meal o' 
her victuals for the world." 

"Unde Beck, you don't treat the poor thing that 
way, I know!" 

"Lord no, child, I'm a good six inches longer than 
any Sellers I ever seen!" 

The shadows had been charmed away from the 
deep-blue eyes of the girl, so the old man gathered 
his legs together and rose to go. 

"Dan'l is wakin' up, so I'll have to be goin', 
child." 

As the girl rose to say good-by and stood for a 
moment with both hands grasping the lapels of his 
overcoat, he took a tender hold of each of her wrists 
and looked deep into her eyes. 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth," he said with concern, "I'm in 
dead earnest 'bout this here school business. I want 
you to ac' harsher to them boys — ^you kin do it all 
right ef you jest let that thar temper go. An' listen 
to me: I want you to make up to Mister Sykes, you 
jest canH afford to make a enemy out o' him I" 
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When John Marshall tethered his horse to a sap- 
ling near the school-house the next afternoon, he 
foxind himself a few minutes early, for the children 
were just then trooping down the steps and turning 
faces north, east, south, and west toward home. 
While waiting for them to disperse, the man took 
from his pocket a little folded paper that Tony had 
delivered to him the evening before, and imf olded it 
and read again: 

I hardly hope that you will respond to this, but I am very 
anxious to see you, and wish you would come to the school 
to-morrow at four o'clock. 

Mary Elizabeth Dale. 

He refolded and replaced the note as the last tow- 
headed urchin decamped down the big road. 

The teacher had come to the door to see the chil- 
dren off, and now stood on the threshold in the golden 
rays of the declining sim — an all-imconscious study 
in the beautiful. The yellow radiance waked a deep 
and glowing response from the heavier meshes of 
her dark hair, and burnished to gold the crest of 
every glossy wave, the airy spiral of every truant curl. 
Her deUcate lips were warmer to-day, and warmer 
the light in her violet eyes. 

The poet-painter would have simg or painted the 
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spirit incaxnate in and dominating the beautiful self 
of her as she shaded her eyes with one hand and 
looked long and longingly adown the yellow distance 
— ^looked for one, only whose outward seeming she 
felt could ever come again. 

But John Marshall was neither poet nor painter. 
He was just a man, and he saw with the eyes of a 
man. A warm flush overspread his habitually cold 
features, and a refining something smoothed away 
the suggestion of cruelty which sometimes marred 
the strong lines of his mouth. As he now came out 
of the pine thicket which had hidden him from view 
and presented himself before her, he looked much 
like the man with whom she had spent many a hal- 
cyon afternoon exploring the radiant woodways and 
whatever thoughtways a man and a maid may travel 
together. 

Mary Elizabeth did not extend her hand, and Mar- 
shall only removed his hat and answered formally her 
own formal greeting as he followed her into the 
school-house. 

"I was afraid you wouldn't come,** she said, sign- 
ing him to a chair near the glowing stove. 

"You mean you knew that I would." 

Mary Elizabeth looked at him quickly, but his eyes 
had nothing to say to her. He stood waiting for her 
to be seated. When the two had taken seats before 
the comfortable fire, the girl said, but with very evi- 
dent hesitation: 

"I did you an injustice yesterday.'* 

Marshall tximed and looked straight into her eyes. 
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There was a question in his own, but he did not put 
it into words. He waited for her to speak fxirther. 

"I didn't know then — ^that — ^that" — ^he might 
have helped her, but he didn't, not even when a 
pained flush crept up from her slender throat, and big 
threatening tears filled her deep eyes — "I didn't 
know then why you wanted to buy it!" 

The man, who had been watching her every change 
of expression, suddenly leaned forward for a keen look 
into her face. 

"What do you know now?" he asked. 

"That you don't want it at all but are just trying 
to give me the money so I can get out of all this." 

Something in her voice seemed to unnerve him. 

"Whoever said that told a falsehood!" he ex- 
claimed vehemently. 

"Then you told one yourself." 

"I never said that to a single soul. How on earth 
. did you get such a notion into your head?" 

The girl had wiped away the too imminent tears 
and was making a brave effort to meet his deeply 
concerned eyes. 

" Then that parrot Tony must have picked up what 
was an imconscious exclamation with you, when he 
told you the other night about Mr. Fenwick's death 
and about his not having left me anything." 

Marshall tried to break in, but she wouldn't let him. 
"And yesterday, after — ^after — ^I had so misjudged 
you, and let you go away, Tony came in and told 
me what you had said — ^and — and I wrote you to 
come. I — ^I — ^wanted to tell you I was sorry." Her 
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hands were over her face now but something shining 
dropped from between her fingers. 

The man watched the heaving of her bosom in des- 
peration. He put out his hand once as if to touch 
the white fingers that were pressed to her eyes, but 
he drew back, and ended, as he usually ended his 
tense moods, by taJking a quick txim up and down 
the room. When he had spent his nervousness he 
stopped behind the bench on which the girl was 
seated and leaned over her with his arms extended 
along the back of it as if to shelter her. 

"Child," he said, "nothing, nothing in the world 
is worth your tears. It's all right — ^what you said 
to me. I don't mind it a bit now. You just didn't 
understand; and you don't understand other things 
which have made you bitter against me. But some 
day you will, and — and then it will be all right be- 
tween us. Little girl " 

" Make me imderstand now! " There was passion- 
ate appeal in her voice as she answered him. A new 
mood was upon her. She dried her eyes now and 
flimg back the tendril curls from her face. She was 
leaning toward him, but the fading daylight and 
flickering fire rendered uncertain the thing that was 
deepest in her eyes. " If a^e me imderstand." One 
restless little hand was on his coat-sleeve now, and 
he was fain to answer its appeal. 

"Why," he said imcertainly, "you know so little 
of business methods I'm afraid I can't." But the 
appealing touch was still on his arm and he had to 
make the effort "Now this is the situation: The 
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ancestors of these people took up their abode here-v 
on lands which belonged to the Creek Indians but 
which were shortly ceded by the Creeks to the gov- 
ernment. They did not establish legal claims to their 
homesteads. And, still without legal claim, their 
descendants have continued to squat on the land, 
rent-free, and tax-free, vegetating here, and blocking 
the^advance of progress. Ten years ago I conceived 
the, project I explained to you yesterday of buying 
up the whole tract from the natives. I did not then 
know that a large part of the land was government 
property, but I did know, however, that the titles to 
some of the farms I bought were shaky. I was will- 
ing to risk something to get a foothold here, so I 
traded through my agents with every property owner 
who could be induced to sell, even buying shaky titles 
with the hope of ultimately steadying them on their 
legs. This trading had to be done quickly, because 
it is characteristic of the hillite to take panic at any 
sort of land trade. My agents had their orders to 
buy outright all that could be bought, for the deeds 
would be good at least as quitclaims, and would sat- 
isfy the people themselves, as well as put it out of 
their power to balk the enterprise. I was going to 

straighten out titles later ** 

The appealing touch was removed from his coat- 
sleeve, and the man seemed to find it harder to con- 
tinue — "But some of them did take panic in spite 
of all our precautions, and refused point-blank to 
sell at any price. This man, *Bud Davis,* gave my 
agents a great deal of trouble, and was, together with 
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Trav Williams, finally instrumental in frightening 
them away. Since that time I have put first one 
agent and then another on the job, but only to have 
each one come and merely take a look at the situa- 
tion and then show it a fair pair of heels. Lastly, I 
came myself. Of course none of them connect me 
with these earlier land deals as my name was kept 
out of them and they have never seen me before." 

The listening girl had straightened up, and the 
little movement suddenly seemed to put her immeas- 
urably far away from him. The winter twilight was 
creeping aroimd them, and the dying fire no longer 
lighted her fathomless eyes. 

"Well," continued Marshall, with a deep-drawn 
breath, "I soon foimd out that nearly all the land I 
had been imable to get hold of was public land and 
belonged to a tract that was open to entry. I then 
set about buying up what is known as military- 
boimty land warrants and having them located on 
this land, paying the government the difference in the 
values." And with a sudden tightening of the lips 
he concluded: 

"I am paying Uncle Sam and the warrant holders 
for it, and tJie squatters may go hang. K they had 
taken my offer, years ago, they would have got a fair 
market price for what they hadn^t the shadow of a 
claim to." 

"Make me imderstand." It was not the trem- 
bling lips that had spoken again, but only a pleading 
gesture. The tone of the man's voice had changed 
when he took up the story again: 
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"Where the titles were good, I paid all that they 
were worth, and paid also, in some instances, extor- 
tionate prices for lands whose titles were not then 
established. Some of these tracts I shall have paid 
for twice — once to the squatter claimant and once to 
the warrant holders" — ^and then with a reversion to 
his old mood again — "but that was because I was a 
fool at first in my hurry to gain possession. K the 
Davises and their ilk get anything out of me, I'll 
know it." 

"Do you really mean that you are going to 
take these people's homes away from them?" She 
seemed to speak to him from an infinitely remote 
distance. 

"No, I merely mean that I am going to buy from 
the government property which belongs to it, and 
then require the people who have had illegal enjoy- 
ment of it for generations to move oflf and make way 
for civilization." 

"But you are going to pay them for their lands?" 

"No, I am going to pay the rightful owner for the 
lands. These people had their chance to skin me, 
but they have lost it." 

"Yes, but who is the rightful owner? Who is the 
rightful owner?" she urged desperately. "In the 
last analysis, doesn't the land belong to the one who 
conquers it — conquers it from wild men and wild 
nature?" 

"Why," he replied, looking up quickly as if to as- 
sure himself that it was reaUy this slim girl creature 
that had challenged, "why, I suppose that in the last 
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analysis, land doesn^t really belong to anybody, but 
is the property of the race." 

"Then by what right do you propose to usurp this 
great tract of it?" 

"By the right of the strongest, I suppose." 

"The world — even your world — ^will never sanction 
such a principle as this!" 

"It countenances the practice every day." 

"But if they — ^if these people — should prove the 
stronger?" 

"Then the world would roll comfortably over to 
their side by a simple law of ethical gravitation pe- 
culiar to itself." 

"And there is a chance for them?" The leaping 
flame from a freshly fallen brand in the stove an- 
swered the spring of fire to the eyes of the girl. She 
was leaning toward Marshall now with an appeal 
that he could not withstand. 

"Yes, there is one chance," he answered, slowly. 

"What is it?" her lips were parted with expect- 
ancy. She all but laid her hand on his breast in her 
eagerness for his reply. 

Marshall looked deep into her eyes for a moment, 
and then asked: 

"Is this honorable warfare?" 

The fire died out of the beautiful eyes as quickly 
as it had kindled. The man looked troubled. 

" Try to see it in the right light," he urged. " It is 
the history of all progress that the weak, the inef- 
fectual, go down before it — ^it is their pimishment for 
being ineffectual. No, hear me out," he protested, 
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as her lips parted to interrupt. "This is an inevitable 
change. These people must submit or break under 
it. Those of them who have given way and accepted 
the conditions of change will ultimately reap the ben- 
efits that follow as its natm^ results. Those who 
oppose themselves to it must go down before it." 

"But this is not 'an inevitable change/" the girl 
pleaded. "Just suppose, for instance, that you were 
to agree to what I beg of you and leave them undis- 
turbed, to work out for themselves a civilization which 
would make, without breaking them." 

But the man replied: "Even if I were to listen to 
you, they would not then be left free, but would only 
be the prey of the first exploiter who was not so weak 
as to let a woman imman him. See here, these 
people are not the pwners of the lands. They them- 
selves are the usurpers, and they are in danger of 
being dispossessed any day. Try to understand 
that." If she made the effort she seemed not to have 
succeeded, for she asked in the very next breath: 
"But there is one way out of this, you said?" 
"Yes, there is always one way — ^in the hills." 
The girl answered ids quick, searching glance with 
the reflective, questioning look of one who has failed 
to comprehend, and then the man took up his theme 
again. 

"Look at the matter dispassionately for a moment. 
These people have been here for generations, and 
they have not in all that time worked out for them- 
selves any degree of civilization which is worth while. 
You know that, yoiurself . Now what they need, and 
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what they must have, is a stimulus from the outside. 
If they are forced out of their intrenchments here, 
they will be brought into direct contact with modem 
progress. A railroad centre, such as we purpose to 
build about twenty miles south of here, will wake 
up the whole district. Manxif acturing plants will be 
erected in which the people and their children can 
find work. They will be brought into contact with 
ever3rthing which educates — ^which civilizes. Why, 
it is the very best thing that could happen to 
them!" 

" Is this your motive or your excuse? " Mary Eliza- 
beth had a strange feeling that it was not herself 
who had spoken, but that ever-present other. 

For fully a minute, silence and a deepening twi- 
light intervened between questioner and questioned; 
then John Marshall deliberately opened the door of 
the heater, stirred the sluggish fire to flame again, 
and turned for a sharp survey of the girl's face. 

"Is it your motive or your excuse?" Mary Eliza- 
beth echoed. 

"It is my justification," the man answered her. 

"But your motive?" die urged. 

"Have you any right to put that question?" 

"If you haven't the courage to answer it, let's say 
that I haven't the right." 

Marshall's face was suddenly overspread with a 
deep flush. "I am doing it for the money that is in 
it," he replied, defiantly. 

"And the hearts that you break?" 

"Business gives little consideration to broken 
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hearts" — ^and then, with a smile that made her 
shrink inwardly, "but it often has to take broken 
heads into its accounting." 

Mary Eli25abeth rose to her feet, and the visitor 
was fain to follow her example. There was a long 
silence between the two, and then the girl said, very 
quietly: 

"You have not made me understand." 

"Well, why should you? — Oh, I didn't mean that. 
Little girl — ^little woman — ^I'm not all brute 1 I 
meant — I meant — good God! I don't mean any- 
thing but that I love you! 1 lave youl Do you un- 
derstand that? " He would have caught her to him, 
but the girl broke away, and stood trembling before 
him with again the something in her eyes which the 
firelight had not the power to interpret. 

"I love you," he pleaded. "And I want to save 
you from yourself. I want to save you from the 
despair that your mistaken ideals will condemn you 
to. You are trying to fight out single-handed the 
battle of the ages, child. You are trying to settle, 
with your woman's strength, a contest that involves 
on the two sides of it the simi total of the fighting 
strength of the race. Give it up, and let the victory 
go, as victories always have gone, as they always will 
go, to the strongest. Give it up, little girl, and let 
me do the fighting for the two of us. I love you — 
darling, I lave you! Come to me, believe in me — 
and trust to the future to understand!" 

The flickering flame dropped low. The two of them 
were face to face in the faintly illumined shadow. 
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"Come!" he repeated — ^and then yet again — 
"Come!" 

The girl raised her head slowly and surrendered 
her eyes to the summoning power of his own. She 
took one trembling step forward in answer to the ap- 
peal of his outstretched arms, but — all suddenly — a 
grave-eyed memory stepped between. 

With a low cry Mary Eli25abeth drew back and 
covered her face with her hands. 

Marshall dropped his arms at his sides as if he, 
too, recognized that a something compelling had in- 
tervened. He stood very still watching her. After 
a moment or two of silence he touched her on the 
arm. 

The girl looked up in answer. No, she was not 
crying; the something in her eyes that she had mo- 
mentarily veiled from him was too big for tears. 

The school-house door opened noisily on its hinges 
and admitted the long, gaunt form of Babe Davis. 
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CHAPTER Xn 

Daylight and moonlight blended so softly, so per- 
fectly that Mary Eli25abeth could not have told which 
it was that best lighted her stximbling, unassisted 
steps as she followed Babe Davis along a strange 
short-cut home that evening, leaving Marshall to 
pursue a widely deviating path alone. 

There was light enough for the way that she had 
chosen, but the way itself was hard, and was made 
harder still by the realization that that other man 
would have smoothed that other way for her unaccus- 
tomed feet. But here was light enough for her 
progress — a, mingled, imcertain light, perhaps, but 
still enough by which to go forward, so she followed 
the man of her people. 

As she walked on now in silence behind the tall, 
rugged form of Babe Davis, Mary Elizabeth went 
over and over again in her mind the meeting of the 
two men. She could not explain it to herself, for 
there seemed to be some sort of understanding be- 
tween them, whereas she had thought them strangers 
to each other. 

She reviewed the meeting in detail now with a con- 
scious effort to solve the enigma, recalling the princi- 
pals as she had seen them, face to face. She saw 
again the dark look with which the rustic fixed the 
other; and she saw, too, the level, open, unwaver- 
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ing gaze with which the stranger met that look as 
he went straight up to Davis — out into the fullest 
light. 

John Marshall had extended his hand to the in- 
truder, she remembered, and had spoken as to one 
whom he knew well; but Babe had drawn back with 
a growl, while for an instant there was lightning- 
play across the surface of his obtruding eyes. 

Then she herself had spoken to relieve the tense- 
ness of the situation, and Babe had explained that 
he came to take her home because it was getting so 
late. 

And then it was that she had made plain her final 
decision and answered with one little sentence all 
that John Marshall had poured out to her. She 
had paused a moment on the threshold and, looking 
back at him, had said simply: 

"I am going home. Good-by.** 

And here she was — she and this type of her people 
— taking the rough way together by a light that was 
uncertain at best. 

And as she followed she asked: "Babe, why didn^t 
you shake hands with Mr. Marshall?" 

Silence. 

"5aJe, why didn^t you shake hands with Mr. 
MarshaU?'^ 

"I dtmno," with a growl. 

"Babe, do you know anything against him?" she 
queried. 

A long silence, and then: "No." 

"Then why didn^t you shake hands with him?" 
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"Idunno/^ 

Suddenly Babe came to a stand-still and slowly 
removed Ms soft wool hat. 

"What is it?" She came up beside him and saw 
at his feet a little moimd of earth. There was a 
board standing about a foot high at one end. 

"Who is it?'* she changed her question to. 

"My father." 

"Why was he buried here, Babe, so far from the 
others?" Mary Eli25abeth looked away to where 
she knew the graveyard to be located, some three 
himdred yards down the valley. 

"He said for us to put him here — ^his conscience 
was that tender " 

"Unde Beck told me that he was one of the best 
men in all this region, Babe." 

"Yes, yes, he was good. An' he was quiet 
an' peaceablelike, an' that kind — You wouldn't 
a-thought that — " he paused with his eyes on the 
mound. 

"What, Babe?" 

"He killed a man. That's why he wanted to be 
put here, out in the field by hisself." 

"Why, Babe, everybody says that he was so 
gentle " 

"That was the trouble. The other feller was cal- 
culatin' on his gentleness and taxed hit a little too 
fur." 

"What are all these rocks for?" she asked, retreat- 
ing from a subject that seemed too sacred. 

"I been fetchin' 'em here in my wheelborror, from 
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the cave, to build a wall about hit so nothin' can't 
tech hit. I can't stand him l)dn' out like this. You 
see, ef I wall hit in good an' strong, thar ain't nothin' 
can happen to hit." 

" Unless the waters cover it ! " the girl's sympathetic 
hesxtt cried out within her. 

Tired from her rough tramp, Mary Elizabeth sat 
down on one of the big rocks that he had brought to 
protect his dead from desecration, and Babe fol- 
lowed her example. 

And there beside the grave of the man whose 
patience had been taxed once a Kttle too far, the girl 
asked: 

"Babe, how would you like to move away from 
here?" 

"I ain't never to find out how I'd like hit." 

"You are never going?" 

"No." 

"Have you ever thought how you would like living 
in a city and working in a big factory, or something 
like that?" 

"Wa-al, he tried hit onct," and he looked at his 
father's grave again, "an' they groimd the life and 
sperit outen him — them what was on top — ^an' all 
but starved him. So he come back here an' went to 
work on his own land ag'in what his father had left 
to him, an' his father had left Aim." 

"And he loved his land and took a pride in owning 
it, and in the fact that his father had owned it before 
him?" the girl questioned, eagerly, "and it was like 
a part of himself, and stood for his manhood — ^his 
independence?" 

Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



I40 THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

The sluggish native fired at her quick sympathy, 
and a deep emotion caused his scraggy throat to fill 
as he answered: 

"He used to say that thar weren't no other way 
for a man to be a man! What's the matter, Ma'y 
'Lizbeth?" 

"Oh, nothing." 

The next moment a loose stone, imsettled from 
its position, rolled down from the heap and onto the 
soft turf that covered the grave. Babe got up in- 
stantly to remove the desecrating bowlder, and for 
some minutes busied himself piling up the stones that 
lay scattered about. 

The light was clearer now. What John Marshall 
had called the prettiest proposition he had ever got 
his hands on — that peaceful mountain valley — ^lay 
imder the moonlight, a stretch of darkling, shimmer- 
ing silver, with never a suggestion of tragedy in all 
its length and breadth. A little aroimd the slope 
yonder slept the men who had conquered the wil- 
derness; and here before her, lifting great rocks 
into place by the giant strength of his gnarled and 
knotted muscles, was the scion of their hardihood — 
putting forth all the rugged physical strength that 
was his, for the sake of a sentiment that burned 
within him. 

And as Mary Eli25abeth watched the crude strength 
of the man — ^as she read again, by the soft but cer- 
tain light of the moon now high in the heavens, the 
look of lofty independence that illumined his gro- 
tesque features — she realized, all too poignantly, that 
there was no other way for this man to be a man. 
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For here only were industrial foes such as he could 
grapple with and conquer; here only, for him, the 
exercise of his masculine, dominant spirit of inde- 
pendence; here the honored footprints of his fore- 
fathers; and here his altar fires. 

But this man must go down; and John Marshall 
would say that it was his pimishment for being "in- 
effectual." " Ineffectual ! " the phrase so almost con- 
vincing, when fresh from the lips that were touched 
with cruelty, now re-echoed in the heart of the girl 
with a different ring. "Ineffectual" to what end? 
Perhaps to John Marshall's purpose of crushing the 
many that he and his favored few might reap wealth 
and power; but not ineffectual here in fulfilling 
the divine purpose, the up-building of — "charac- 
ter"! The last word seemed to be supplied to her 
from without herself. It was as if Ae had said it — 
that memory of a man! 

And he had said it. She remembered now the 
words that he had spoken to her so many, many 
months ago: "Not wealth, nor power, nor culture, 
not religious conviction itself is worth while except 
as it reacts on the character of its possessor." 

When Babe Davis came back and resimied his seat 
on the bowlder near her, he had suddenly become to 
her at once the embodiment of the cause which she 
was so fiercely championing, and the archetype of the 
people whom it had become hers to defend. The 
disaster which she knew this sweeping away of the 
old order would wreak in the spirit of this man, was 
magnified by its imminent nearness into disaster to 
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all of the community who would be subjected to the 
change; and his native nobility of character, by a 
like nearness of perspective, became to her represen- 
tative of all her people, and the natural, typical 
product of the life they lived. So when the big, 
rough, but nobly gentle man took his seat — a little 
below her this time — a little nearer to her feet — ^the 
girl had accepted the cup that seemed pressed to 
her lips, and had determined to drink it to whatever 
dregs of heart-break to herself lay in the last drops 
of it. 

"Ma'y ^Lizbeth," said her companion, in the tone 
of one recalling another from sleep, " Ma'y Xizbeth? " 

"Yes, Babe." 

"Be you a-goin' to marry him?" 

"No!" — and then again and more emphatically, 
"No!" 

"For true, Ma^ Xizbeth?" 

"Don^t we always speak the truth to each other. 
Babe?" Mary Elizabeth did not see the deep swell 
of his rugged breast; she only noted an added hesi- 
tation in his words as he asked again: 

"How long air you goin* to live here?" 

"Always." 

"I'm mighty glad!" was the simple answer, but 
the timbre of his deep, rough voice said: "Thank 
God!" When he spoke again it was to ask, but still 
hesitatingly: 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth, how long did you go to school?" 

"About ten years in all. But I didn't study like 
I should have done. Why? " 
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"Could you a-leamed what thar is in books 
quicker, ef you had a-studied?*' 

"What I did learn, yes, in half the time/* 

"Wa-al, you was little, most of the time. Cotild 
anybody what started with grown-up sense and 
worked awftil hard learn hit all — ^all what you know 
— ^ra-alsoon?" 

"Why, yes. Babe, I don't know much." 

"rm mighty glad." 

"You are glad I don't know much?" 

"No, I'm glad I kin learn the books quick." 

"Oh, Babe, do you want to study? Do you want 
me to teach you?" 

"That'd depend." 

"Depend?" 

Mary Elizabeth saw his great hand touch timidly 
and reverently the hem of her dress, and then he 
said, this time with a mighty struggle: 

"I— I— love you." 

"Why, Babe!" 

"Yes, I do, Ma'y 'Lizbeth, I 'dare 'fore God I do." 

"But, Babe " 

"I'U learn all the books, Ma'y 'Lizbeth, I'U learn 
'cm ever' one! An' hit won't make no diff'rence 
'tall to me 'bout your people bein' — " The man 
caught himself abruptly and stopped. 

"My people being what, Babe?" 

"'Bout your people— bein' — 'bout your people 
bein' — oh, 'bout 'em all bein' dead, Ma'y 'Lizbeth. 
Hit wotildn't make no diff'rence to me 'tall. An' 
I'd " 
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"But, Babe, let me tell " 

"Ain't we tJbe same kind o' folks? Ain't we had 
the same bomin' here? " he interrupted, feverishly. 

"Yes, Babe, but " 

"But what?'' 

n just couldn't.'' 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth, I'll fetch all the water for you." 

"Oh, I couldn't!" 

"This is mine," he urged, comprehending in a 
proud gesture the wide clearing in which they were; 
"I'd build you a house with my own hands on the 
land that my father worked, and his father before 
him." 

"No, no. Babe!" 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth, I wotildn't let ma an' Bud set 
they foot on the place, ef you didn't want 'em 
to." 

''BntI couldn'tr' 

"You think you couldn't now, Ma'y 'Lizbeth, but 
after you'd done lamt me the books hit would all be 
even up between us — an' — an' — ^mebbe " 

" Babe," she said, with a sudden fierce determining, 
"Babe, you must give up this thought for always. 
I can't marry anybody. I am going to devote my 
life to doing the thing that I am here for. I am 
going to do my duty by my people." 

The girl started. Was it a hoarse, smothered sob 
that she heard as he turned away? She laid both 
hands on his shoulder. "Babe," she said tenderly. 

But he drew away from the touch of her hands. 
"I know what it is," he said, hoarsely; "you think I 
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can't learn books!" He got up and strode away 
proudly, stopping shortly with arms folded, but with 
his head bowed. Mary Elizabeth followed him with 
hurried steps. She went straight up to him and 
placed both hands on his arm. 

"Babe," she said, pleadingly, "it isn't that, believe 
me. You are the best and noblest man I know, 
and you have the wisdom that counts the most. It 
isn't that. Babe. It is — " in his eyes still was hurt 
beyond expressing, and the girl said, with sudden 
desperation, "it's because my own heart is broken. 
I love John Marshall — ^and — ^I have had to give him 
up." 

Dazed at first, and almost unhearing, the man re- 
garded her for a moment with an expression in the 
density of which seemed to mingle flickerings of 
mad trimnph and a something more ignoble still; and 
then an overwhelming tendemess, before which all 
thought of self gave way, swept over his rugged face. 
He was not awkward or self-conscious now as he 
took both her cold little hands in his own in self- 
forgetful pity. 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth, honey, what's the trouble? 
Don't he love you yrf?" 

"Yes, he loves me — ^in his way." 

The man kindled to fierceness in the space of a 
moment: "An' ain't his way the honest way?" he 
demanded. 

"Oh, yes, yes! It's not that. It's in his own 
supremely selfish way. Not like you. Babe, not like 
you!" The moonlight did not show the sudden 
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rebound to hope in the eyes of him as he answered, 
eagerly: 

"MaV 'Lizbeth, ef you wotild only let me show 
you how much " 

But the girl stopped him. "You can show me 
how much, Babe, by believing what I tell you, and 
by being to me what you have been from the first, 
my trusted friend. Oh, Babe, I need you! I need 
you as you were to me before. The others here hate 
me, and they are making it cruelly hard for me — oh, 
you don't know how much I need Sifriendr' 

The strong grasp on her fingers grew infinitely 
tender. "You've got one, Ma'y 'Lizbeth, right here. 
I ain't never goin' to pester you, honey, no more. I 
ain't never goin' to think about myse'f ag'in. I'm 
goin' to think about you — ^I'm goin' to think about 
you.^" 

The moon still afforded suflBident, if imcertain, 
light to guide their footsteps as they made their way 
home. And by the imcertain inner light that was 
hers as they went, Mary Elizabeth thought out the 
problem before her to its bitter conclusion: 

John Marshall was a wicked man, and she had 
been wicked to treat with him for even a minute, to 
listen to his smooth "business" sophistries. She 
owed it to her people never again to listen to his 
specious arguments against their interests; she owed 
it to herself never again to allow him to profane to 
her the sacred name of love by protestations of his 
wholly selfish passion. 

The soft light of the waning moon rested upon 
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the girl's uplifted countenance like a benediction as 
she finally determined to break oflE all intercourse 
with John Marshall, now and forever; but a little 
later, the one board shutter of the porch-room had 
been drawn close, and Mary Elizabeth was face 
downward in the black dark. 
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The next evening, when the lights blended to- 
gether again, hiding the margin where day slips into 
night, John Marshall was far from the little school- 
house where Mary Elizabeth had bidden him "good- 
by," and well out of the life of which it was the 
centre. He had ridden hard for the last two hours, 
but now, his journey being practically accomplished, 
he reined his horse into a walk, and relaxed his own 
nerve tension. 

The man was thinking — thinking of a certain scene, 
in a certain little school-room, where, between the 
lights, a girl with wonderful eyes had all but come to 
his arms. Yes, he could have swom to it ! And then 
something had come between them, and she had 
dropped back and covered her eyes. And he had 
not failed to catch the significance of her parting 
words as she paused on the threshold and looked 
back: "I am going home. Good-by." 

Could he have been mistaken about that little 
impulse forward? Had she really almost come to 
him, or had the imcertain light only betrayed the 
fierce hope that binned within him? Who could 
say? 

That little note of three lines which was now safely 
stowed away in his innermost pocket — that brief 
answer to an impassioned letter he had sent her 
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almost with the coming light — ^he repudiated as her 
reply. It was the girl's fierce loyalty, her fanatical 
idealism that had dictated: "I am grateful to you 
for the friendship you have given me in the past, 
but you must understand that for the future we are 
enemies." The real self of the girl, the woman with 
the warm light in her eyes and the tender curves 
about her perfect mouth, the wonderfully appealing 
creature that he had surprised in rare moments, had 
had no part in the penning of those lines! He was 
sure of it. Then why take that as his answer? 

The sudden, determined setting of his mouth was 
accompanied by a stinging cut to his mount, and the 
next moment he was riding hard toward his objective. 

A few rods more, and he was in sight of the camp- 
fires of the men who were laying the f oimdations for 
his model city. At first glimpse of the winking lights 
from the dim distance, the whole man changed. A 
fire, that had in it no part of tenderness nor yet of 
passion, suddenly swept through his veins. Some- 
thing big possessed him — something so big that for 
the moment it left no space for any other feeling 
whatsoever — something which had in it the primal 
love for adventure and exploration, the wild joy of 
discovery, and the all-conquering, masculine passion 
for creating, for achieving. 

He was down in the plains now, nearly twenty 
miles south of the little moimtain cup known as 
"Bullus Valley" — down where two railroads, shortly 
to be built, were to cross a grand-trunk line long in 
operation; down where "the interests" were already 
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buflding a three-miUion-doUar steel plant, and cotton 
mills of gigantic proportions; down where he, John 
Marshall, by the prophetic sense that had been 
vouchsafed to him, had scooped the fallow acres for 
a song, and with a company of other (Jaring ex- 
ploiters was now building, right imder the noses of 
the interests, a model dty to be the habitat of their 
several thousand employees. And never yet had 
such a city been builded, for it was to be a dty ready- 
made! TThere were to be ready-made streets; ready- 
made parks and public squares and dvic centres; 
ready-made schools; ready-made homes; ready- 
made car lines, banks, stores; and, thanks to Mar- 
shall again, minor industries, also ready-made. 

Verily something big possessed him as he rode hard 
toward the accomplishment of his purpose! His 
purpose — ^what was it? When the only woman in 
his world had challenged him to put tiiat purpose 
into words, his powers of interpretation had failed 
him, for there was no language common between 
them that was adequate to express to a woman of 
her type the moving spirit of a man of his. So, in 
sheer defiance, he had answered her in the phrasing 
with which the " rigid righteous " had already damned 
the motives of his kind: "For the money that is in 
it.'* And he had lied. 

But he did not know that he had lied, or, rather, 
he knew it only subconsdously. Because he was 
keenly consdous of a lack in his scheme of a moral, 
or a sentimental, purpose when he felt that she was 
probing him for such, he had swung to the other 
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extreme in his statement — possibly through the in- 
fluence of a strong mental suggestion from the woman 
herself to whom everything was either positively 
good or positively bad. 

He ought to have known himself well enough to 
realize that he did not care for the wealth which he 
had already accimiulated, that he even despised the 
sordid, power which it bought him among his own. 
He ought to have known himself well enough to 
realize that that force which made him, and others 
like him, often brave even conscience for the sake of 
gigantic achievement, was the same force that had^ 
sent Columbus following the setting sim across a 
trackless ocean to blaze a way for all that host of 
big, brave men that were to follow and slay and 
seize and buildl 

And oh, the glory of that building! The building 
of huge and powerful cities, the building of colossal 
fortimes, the building of gigantic business schemes, 
the building of vast political influences! What mat- 
ter the cost in money, in men, and in the charac- 
ters of men! 

John Marshall ought to have known that he was 
the average American slightly enlarged. He ought 
to have known that, superadded to the average 
American's ruling passion to get the better of some- 
body somehow, he had an extra touch of the Anglo- 
Saxon spirit of pioneer achievement, but with it a 
lofty scorn of what that spirit brought beyond the 
very joy of achieving. He ought to have realized 
that to his slight enlargement over the type was due 
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the fact that he could see farther than the average — 
that he had what men commonly call "vision," and 
wi|;!^4tr^e imconquerable restlessness to hurry on to 
tlie possibilitjf sighted beyond. 
- K John M^hall had ever held in leash that rest- 
^lessness long enough to come face to face with him- 
self and see what manner of man he was, he might 
better have answered the challenge of the one woman 
in his world. Instead of saying to her only, "I am 
doing it for the money that is in it," he might have 
added, "and for the striving that is in it, for the joy 
of achieving that is in it. I am doing it in answer 
to the age-old spirit of the conqueror that is within 
me. It is my way of being a man." 

And though the awakened conscience of the wontian 
would have sat in judgment and still condemned, 
the sleeping instinct in the depths of her nature 
would have stirred in sympathy; for, by the mystery 
of life itself, there is no one quality in the man that 
so unfailingly, so irresistibly, appeals to the wontian 
as that quality which, for want of a better term, 
we call "force." 

As John Marshall now neared the maze of unfilled 
sewer-trenches, streets in process of asphalting, hills 
being razed, and hollows being filled, upon which 
rose, complete before his mind's eye, the city of his 
hope, a summons came to him along the wind that 
the man within him leaped to obey. The smell of 
fried bacon on the cool, criqp air of evening annoimced 
that supper was nearly ready at the camp, and the 
boys would soon be falling to. Selim was dead tired, 
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but he was fain to respond to the urging of the 
savagely hungry man who bestrode him, and the 
two came into camp with a swing shortly thereafter. 

Supper was not ready, after all, so Marshall put 
in the time reviewing the ground — asking questions, 
giving orders, and commending and condenming, 
alike with a hearty promptness. Foremen were in- 
terviewed at length, and he had a word or two with 
even the humblest negro laborer. 

His advent was the signal for a general thrill of 
interest throughout the camp. "The Boss" was a 
man feared and respected by his inferiors, and cor- 
dially liked by his equals for something within him 
which, brutally put, was nothing more nor less than 
a subKme faith in himself. The world took him at 
his own evaluation of himself as the world takes 
always men of his type. 

The groimd had been pretty thoroughly reviewed 
by Marshall by the time supper was definitely an- 
nounced, and he carried to tiie long board, which 
was siuTounded by thirty other hungry men, an ap- 
petite imlessened by any disappointment over what 
the day had wrought. 

At table a siuprise had been arranged for him; and, 
all unknowing, he took the place assigned him with- 
out a glance at his nearest neighbor. When a wait- 
ing negro pulled out a stool for him, he promptly 
occupied it and stabbed a slice of bacon through 
and through with his fork before he realized that the 
man to his right was laughing at him. 

^^ Bearing I ^^ and the fork dropped from Marshall's 
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grasp as he shot out his hand. "Where in the devil 
did you come from? By Jove, this is a surprise! 
Howdy, howdy!" 

"Why, Doc and I — ^there's Doc over there on the 
other side of you — came up for a fishing spree." 

Marshall was already shaking the hand of the 
man on his left with a boyish exuberance that awak- 
ened surprise in the tnen aroimd the table, and caused 
the gray-haired patriarch of the engineering corps 
who occupied the head of the board to remark: 

"John, makes you think of old times, don't it? 
Shall we let *em loaf around here and eat up our 
victuals?" 

"Provided theyVe left their paints and pills at 
home, Major," laughed Marshall. 

" But they haven't," declared the old man. " The 
doctor there has only just now been practising on 
one of the best drivers in camp." 

"White or black?" demanded Marshall. 

"Black." 

"Oh, well, one nigger more or less doesn't count," 
declared Marshall, and the darkeys who were hurry- 
ing to and fro in waiting laughed immoderately. 

During all the conversation, and furnishing a me- 
lodious accompaniment to it, there floated into the 
tent from a little distance the soimd of singing. 
The negroes not in attendance on the table were 
gathered together in a group — ^and wherever there's 
a group of darkeys, there's apt to be music too. 

"Listen!" said the white-haired engineer. "They 
are improvising." And he turned to the visitor: 
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"That's their way of telling. us what they think of 
us. They give us ginger-blue sometimes." Every- 
body paused a moment to listen, and there floated in 
to them: 

" 'F I'd a-knowed de boss was so mean, 
I never would a-left Saint Augustine!" 

"You, Marshall! And your brag Florida niggers 
at that P' a man across the board exclaimed, and they 
all shouted with laughter, Marshall not less heartily 
than the others. 

"John," said the Major, when the song of the sati- 
rists had died away, " I'm thinking about turning you 
over to the doctor." 

"What's the matter with me, please?" demanded 
Marshall. 

"That's what I want him to find out. Doctor," he 
continued to the new-comer on Marshall's left, 
"something's wrong with John's insides — ^want you 
to look into the subject." * 

"From the supper he's laying away, I'd judge that 
your statement is slightly premature," laughed the 
yoimg physician, "but what's got into John that " 

"This among other things — ^we order supplies for 
him sometimes — " said the Major, stopping him 
with a gesture. Then he proceeded to read from a 
paper that he had taken from his pocket and im- 
folded: 

"^Saturday, the seventh, five poimds chocolates; 
five poimds crystallized fruit.' * Saturday, the four- 
teenth, two three-poimd boxes best mixed candies.? 
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* Saturday, the twenty-fii-st, three pounds candied 
violets — '" the rest of the list was lost in a shout of 
laughter which, dying away, left the Major explain- 
ing: 

"Marshall gets his fancy groceries through us, and 
that's a fair sample of his ordering for the last four 
or five months. If there ain't something the matter 
— ^in one place or another — ^with the insides of the 
man who runs a menu like that, then I'm no fit judge 
of how to feed men, and you'd better turn the com- 
missary over to somebody that knows the business." 

The group rose, led by Marshall, who had turned 
a bronze red but was laughing with the others. 
For some minutes there was considerable confusion 
in clearing oflE the supper things, dragging away the 
tables bodily, and rearranging the camp-stools. 

The big canopy tent imder which they had eaten 
usually served as mess-hall and general sitting- 
room, too, and as soon as the supper dishes were 
cleared away, the men drifted together in groups for 
conversation. Marshall and the two new-comers, 
together with the patriarch and a bottle-nosed man 
whom they addressed as "Horton," formed a centre 
roimd which the others disposed themselves. Bear- 
ing had produced a slip of paper from somewhere, 
and was seemingly idly marking on it as they talked. 

In a little while joke and badinage evolved into 
argument, and argument at length subsided into rem- 
iniscence, led by the loquacious Horton. The group 
gradually grew more imified and gathered closer 
around a little table that had been placed in their 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 157 

midst to hold the dgaxs and liquors. Horton was 
telling them about John Marshall's daring scheme in 
the hills, and was describing the neighborhood of 
"Bullus" Valley so graphically, that one young 
fellow interrupted with: 

"How do you know what it looks like?'' 

"How do I know?" said Horton, taking a new 
lease on the general attention. "Why, I camped on 
the trail of a holding up there once— but I camped 
oflE again! That was how Marshall, here, first got 
the suggestion of his big reservoir scheme. I was 
describing the peculiar topography of the country to 
him, years ago, before he got onto this other idea 
here, and he jxunped at once to the conclusion that 
he wotild turn the whole valley into a reservoir to 
furnish some place somewhere with electric power." 

"Let's see, that was ten brief years ago, wasn't 
it?" laughed Bearing, between pencil strokes. One 
of the surprises to the camp in the new-comer was 
that he was not at all timid about prodding the 
rather-to-be-feared Marshall. But when the quick- 
tempered leader only grinned at the dig, the listen- 
ers were distinctly disappointed, and one of them 
said to the first speaker: 

"Tell us how you came to 'camp oflE' your trail, 
Horton." 

Marshall, who was sitting directly across the little 
pine table from where Fred Bearing, to his certain 
intuitive guess, was carefully sketching Horton's 
bottle-nose on the leaf of a note-book, looked up 
with interest. He had never heard the details of 
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Horton's trouble in the mountain, and he now felt 
a sudden personal interest in them for reasons of his 
own. 

"Well," said the man appealed to, and he liked to 
hear himself talk, "first one disagreeable little thing 
and then another happened, but I passed them all 
over till, one imusually dark night, a party of neigh- 
borly fellows dropped aroimd to our place and 
hanged the man I was bunking with." 

"Good God!" Marshall burst out inadvertently, 
and the crowd shouted with laughter again. The 
doctor reached across the table with a show of feel- 
ing Marshall's pulse, but was warned off by a savage 
gesture; but the patriarch presumed on a friendship 
of long standing with: 

"Johnny, my boy, you'll never make it! I'm just 
living to see you come flying down Swindle Hill in 
the gray dawn some morning, the wreck and ruin 
of your beautiful scheme behind you, with only your 
faithful pajamas to bear you company!" 

When the roar at his expense had somewhat abated, 
Marshall rallied to the charge rather hotly: "Well, 
if you ever see me coming down Swindle Hill in the 
gray dawn, I'll not have on pajamas " 

"Sure, and why should a man's progress be im- 
peded when he is in such a devil of a hurry! Just 
take 'em off, John, the coimtry's only sparsely set- 
tled in between, and, besides, you're likely to get 
an imusually early start " 

"Damn it!" Marshall's fist split the frail pine 
table in descending, but the next moment he joined 
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in the general laugh. "Look here, boys/' he ex- 
dauned vehemently, "I'm in this thing to win or 
die in the attempt! Nothing on earth is going to 
stop me but a rifle ball put where it will do the most 
harm. When you see me coming down that hill in 
defeat you may get ready to plant me, for I'll be a 
dead one." 

"I bid to be honorary pall-bearer — " began one 
yoimg fellow, but he was interrupted by another 
with: 

"'Honorary,' the mischief! You've got to help 
tote the box!" 

Bearing, who had risen from his seat with a 
troubled expression in his eyes, silenced the yoimg- 
sters with a quick look, and then drifted into a chair 
beside the patriarch. The men were already talking 
of other things, and Bearing seized the opportimity 
to say quietly to the man with the gray beard: 

"I'm sorry you all goaded him into taking that 
position. I came up here to try to make him give 
up that reservoir scheme. You see, it isn't abso- 
lutely necessary to this project here, and he's more 
than apt to get into serious trouble over it." 

"You know Marshall, don't you?" the other re- 
plied. "Well, I don't have to tell you then that 
you'd better not urge that last reason if you really 
want him to desist." 

"Oh, I know him too well for that! But I happen 
to have what John calls * sentimental scruples' about 
the project, and I am going to urge them again. He 
has flady refused to listen to me so far, but something 
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he said in one of his recent letters led me to believe 
that he might be getting a little dubious about the 
matter, after all, so I packed my grip and came/' 

"Didn't soimd much like a» change of heart — ^what 
he said just now." 

"No, but there's one good way to bring about a 
change of heart in a man — Remember those can- 
died violets?" 

"Why, you don't tell me — eh! — Sure now? A 
woman in the case? Lord, but I knew no man could 
eat candy at that rate and live." 

"He hasn't said so to me, but he keeps reverting 
to some girl in his letters. Doesn't seem to be able 
to get her off his mind. K the worst comes to the 
worst, I may be able to influence him through her. 
I mean to give her a dare, anyway." 

"Well, well, to think of John Marshall of all men 
in the worldr-but they are all alike." 

A sudden lull in the hum of voices left one of the 
yoimgsters asking in a high key: 

"Who on earth succeeded in heading Horton off 
from finishing that story?" 

"Horton ain't headed off," replied that gentleman 
himself, and he cleared his throat for action. The 
group came to attention. It was Marshall who gave 
the raconteur the cue for resinning: "Start at the 
beginning and let's have a connected narrative, 
Horton," he suggested, with veiled interest in his 
voice. 

"Well, there really ain't so much to tell," began the 
man addressed; "I went there about eleven years or 
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so ago to homestead a quarter on the slope of a ridge 
called * Stony Lonesome' — ^not in your valley, John," 
and they all laughed again, "but just over the crest 
of the ridge from it. They are not a bad lot — those 
hill people. On the contrary they've got fine quali- 
ties. After you live with them a bit and ketch onto 
their kinks, you find them a good sort. Well, the 
only neighbor I had anywhere on this slope I was 
tellin' you about was a peculiar cove by the name 
of ' Welchel Dale' — ^as handsome a fellow as you ever 
set eyes on — " Marshall leaned a little toward him 
as he Ustened. "By-the-way, John, he was son-in- 
law to that old ha'nt you are keeping house with 
right now." 

The men who were watching Marshall's face sud- 
denly thanked their stars that the responsibility of 
his perilous scheme did not rest on their shoulders. 
For some reason he got up and changed his seat to 
where he was a Uttle apart from the others. His face 
was now in shadow, but Bearing's eyes followed him, 
and shifted from his shaded face to the narrator's, 
and back again, as the story advanced: 

"Well, Dale didn't seem to have any kinfolks at 
all, but to be just drifting. He was hardly grown 
when he ran away with and married the daughter of 
that old ^ Silas ' John told us about the other day. It 
seems that the girl was spirited and disobedient, 
anyway, and her marriage broke the old camel's 
back, for he disowned her for good." 

He cut another chew of tobacco, stretched his legs, 
and continued deliberately: "Dale built a cabin 
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on the quarter right next to the one I afterward 
homesteaded. When I went there his wife had been 
dead for some years, but he still lived alone except 
for the company of his child. 

"He was a queer fellow, Dale was, the queerest I 
ever set eyes on. He's about the only man I ever 
met who wouldn't lie at some time imder some dr- 
cimistances; and nothing the others could offer 
would induce him to enter any wild-cat scheme with 
them. He simply kept his hands clean. Two of 
them from over in the valley, a fellow named Trav 
Williams and one they called Bud Davis, tried to 
get him to go into the moonshine business with them, 
but he refused. It made them mean mad, and they 
went off and set up in the business without him." 

The torches were burning lower; it was impossible 
now for Dearing to see his friend's face. 

"Well, about that time," continued Horton, "my 
shack caught fire and burned down. Dale kindly 
invited me over to stay with him, and I went; but I 
hadn't been there many days before I saw that there 
was goin' to be trouble. The revenue officers raided 
and destroyed the still of Davis and Williams and 
captured both men. Well, that night. Dale come 
home in a white rage — ^he had the devil's own temper 
— ^and told me that the neighbors were sayin' he had 
informed on the arrested men. Now, in point of 
fact. Dale and I both knew who the informer was — a. 
miserable sneaking cur by the fantastic name of 
'Shan Thaggin.' But it belonged to Dale's code of 
honor not to peach, and of course I wasn't lookin' 
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for trouble. After the trial — the wretches got off 
through a string of systematic neighborhood lies — 
Williams and Davis come home with the fell deter- 
mination of gettin' even with poor Welchel. And 
they did. They fixed it up for one of the neighbors 
to ask an interview with me one night at his own 
house, and while I was away, a party of imknowns 
went to our cabin and carried Dale off to the woods. 
It was told me on the dead quiet that when Dale 
protested his innocence and let out that he knew who 
the real informer was, his persecuters set about 
makin'- him tell on the other man. It is said that 
they strung him up several times to try to make him 
tell, but that never a syllable could they get from 
him. The last time they pulled him up, they kept 
him hangin' a little too long. It was up to them then 
to justify themselves to their neighbors, so word was 
spread aroimd that Dale had confessed. That was 
justification enough. Well, if you'll believe me, that 
little kid of WelcheFs slept through that visitation 
and on through the night imdisturbed. Early next 
momin' an old man who kept the district store near 
by come and took her to his house. But you needn't 
be bothered about an adverse claim to that place, 
Marshall" — turning directly to him — "that kid was 
adopted by a rich man in south Alabama and could 
buy and sell your little hill-top several times.'* 

"What do you remember of the child?" Marshall 
asked from the now deep shadow. 

The narrator, whose mind was taken up with 
Marshall's vital interest in the property hei occupied. 
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was not prepared for this question, and had to scratch 
his head a moment and think. 

"Why, I — ^I — don't know much. She was just a 
kitten, you know. She had wonderful eyes, though, 
I remember; and she'd arch her back at you quick 
as a flash if you trespassed on what she considered 
her rights. She was high-minded hke her daddy, 
and a trifle high-handed, too, if I remember right. 
But what do you want to know about her for?'* 

"What was her name?" 

"Mary — ^Mary — oh, yes, Mary Elizabeth." 

Marshall got up without conmient, stretched him- 
self, and went out imder the starlight. Fred Bearing 
slipped out of the group and followed him in time to 
see him strike his hands together — ^in time to hear 
him, as he thought, exclaim imder his breath: 

"God! What have I done!" 

But when Bearing came up to him and asked him 
what the matter was, Marshall answered in a sur- 
prised tone: 

"Why, nothing! What are you talking about?" 

But Bearing laid his hand on his arm: "John," he 
said, earnestly, "give this thing up." 

"rU not do it." 

"It's a bad scheme, I tell you." 

"Just what do you mean?" 

"I mean that it's grasping — ^it's imjust, inhmnan, 
to those poor devils up there." 

''Dearingr' 

"Ah, cut that, John! You need somebody to tell 
you the truth!" 
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Marshall did not speak for some moments, but 
when he did it was to ask: "Do you think that a 
half-dozen little mangy com patches and as many 
log cabins are worth the millions of dollars that they 
are now keeping out of this section by the simple 
fact of their being?" 

But Bearing ignored the question. "How Could 
you get hold of siuch a big tract imder the existing 
law?" he asked. 

"Bought up a number of military-boimty land 
warrants, and had them all located here," replied the 
other, growing calmer. He did not see the expres- 
sion of Fred Bearing's face, so he continued, in a 
mollified tone: "If you'll remember, I bought out 
most of the real land-owners — ^all that would sell — 
years ago. There were only a half-dozen or so little 
farms left. Of these only one is actually the prop)erty 
of the present holder, and I think I see my way to 
an early deal there, though I am going to have to 
pay an outrageous price for the place. Now, if it 
will make you feel any better on my accoimt, I'll 
tell you that I have always intended to take those of 
the ousted tribe that are at all worth while, and pro- 
vide them with homes and with good employment 
in some of our industrial plants. I have made up my 
mind to give back to each one of them — to such as 
deserve it, I mean — the full equivalent of the prop- 
erty which he will lose by me; and if another little 
scheme of mine carries, I shouldn't wonder if they 
don't get a lot more out of me than that. So cheer 
up, old man, I haven't gone to the devil yet, eh?" 
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Dealing's shoulder proved rather stiffly iinrespon- 
sive to the friendly little shake the speaker tried to 
give it, and the shaken asked, coolly: 

"What about the ones who are not 'worth while/ 
who don't * deserve 7" 

"Look here, Bearing, you heard Horton's story. 
Well, that man Williams and that Bud Davis that 
you heard him tell about — ^men who have cheated 
the penitentiary and the gallows, too, mind you — are 
the principal landholders in that class; and they and 
their ilk can go to hell! They've enjoyed the free 
use of property that isn't theirs quite long enough. 
There is a Davis, a brother of Horton's man, by 
the way, that's a man. I'm going to do something 
nice for him. I'm going to make him a handsome 
present." 

If Marshall looked for enthusiastic comment on 
his beneficent plans, he was doomed to disappoint- 
ment, for Dearing changed the subject with: 

"Thought I'd ride over to your place and pay you 
that visit you've been insisting on having." 

There was a distinct pause, and then Marshall said, 
hesitatingly: 

"Well — ^you see — ^I'U tell you, old man, I really 
can't make you quite comfortable now. You can't 
get anything to eat up there but walnuts and chest- 
nuts; and, besides, I have to be away a good deal. 
Suppose you make your visit to me down here at the 
camp. The boys will feed you high and make you 
have a good time, and I'll be with you every few 
days. I've an excellent little saddle-horse up there 
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that I'll send down to be yours while you are here. 
Old man, it sure will be good to have you," he added, 
as if to throw in the touch of enthusiasm which the 
first part of his reply most certainly lacked. 

If Bearing noticed the lack of enthusiasm, or if 
he felt any surprise or pique at having been thus 
cordially invited to stay away from his friend's place 
of habitation, the other had no way of knowing it, 
for the night hid their faces, and Bearing's voice 
was even and cheery as he replied: 

"All right, rU put up with the boys, then; but 
you'll let me really see something of you, won't you? 
You can't be so very busy." 

"Why, yes, I'll be with you the biggest part of the 
time, of course." Several of the others joined them 
iat this jimcture, and the two friends had no further 
opportimity for confidential talk that night. 

When Bearing rolled out for breakfast the next 
morning, he was told that Marshall had left before 
sxmrise on a freight-train going south, after having 
given sweeping orders that he. Bearing, be shown 
"the time of his life." 

The patriarch, who had shared his tent with Mar- 
shall in order to allow Bearing one to himself, told 
Bearing* at breakfast, in an aside, that Marshall had 
spent the greater part of the night pacing up and 
down before the tent door. 
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The hour for dismissal of school had come that 
day, or, at least, so stated John Marshall's watch on 
being appealed to for about the twentieth time; and 
still its owner had not succeeded in obtaining an 
interview with the little teacher. 

Twice had Marshall essayed to see her, and twice 
had he been repulsed: At two o'clock, when, tired and 
dusty from hours of hard riding, he had presented 
himself at the school-house door and sent in a mes- 
sage, the teacher was reported "too busy" to see 
him. At afternoon recess, when he had again asked 
the favor of only a few words with her, she wrote on a 
slip of paper which she sent out to him: "There is 
nothing more to be said between us." 

And so the hour of four o'clock had come without 
his having gained an interview with the girl, but it 
foimd him still determined to see her. He was de- 
liberately waylaying her now, just at the fork of the 
road where she was boimd to pass on her homeward 
journey. 

The long vigil before the patriarch's tent last 
night, the half-day of hard travel, and the hours of 
impatient disappointment that had followed had 
written themselves across the man's strong face, 
and the lines about his hard mouth told the added 
story that something had hurt him, and vitally. 

z68 
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He was afoot to-day, and he now walked up and 
down the wooded stretch of the big road near the 
fork in restless impatience — ^always hurriedly, always 
feverishly, always as if the act itself had in it some- 
thing of desperation. 

At length, at a crucial point in his thinking, he 
imconsdously transgressed the limit he had set for 
himself and swimg roimd the bend in the road, bring- 
ing himself suddenly face to face with the object of 
his deep perturbation. 

The girl all but screamed at the suddenness of his 
appearance, but she recovered quickly and with a 
flash of spirit, as Marshall stopped inmiediately in 
front of her, purposely blocking her way. 

"I have always assured myself that by instinct 
you were a gentleman," she said. 

"Well, to-day I'm only a man. I must speak to 
you — ^just a moment, please — there have been devel- 
opments in this land question that you must hear. 
It is for your sake that I am forcing myself on 
you." 

The girl had tinned away from him as he began 
to speak, but now faced him again. "What is it?" 
she asked, with quick apprehension. 

"Why— I— let's walk on while I tell you." 

"What is it you have foimd out?" the girl asked, 
impatient to know the worst or the best of it. 

"Last night," he began again, "I heard a man tell 
a story that involved you and me, and your interests 
and my interests. He had lived up here — ^had stay^ 
at your father's house. He said — ^this man said — 
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that the man we have always called ^White-faced 
Silas* was — I really wouldn't tell you this if I didn't 
have to — ^was your grandfather." 

''Nor 

"Yes." 

"He tdd you a falsehood!" 

"No, he told me the truth. I have been to Mr. 
Logan this morning to verify his statements." 

"It isn't true, I tell you! I won't have it true!" 
The girl tinned on him as if to hold him personally 
responsible for the story that he was telling her: 
"What do you mean by coming to me with such a 
statement as that? Even if it were true, how could 
you?" 

"I wouldn't hurt you for anything if I could help 
it, but don't you see how this complicates things for 
you and me?" 

"I don't see anything except that I am — Oh, I 
knew that I came of poor and ignorant people, but 
I thought — I always thought that I could hold up 
my head!" 

"Why, you can. Nobody in all this coimtryside 
has a better right to," and as they stopped, facing 
each other, he told her the story of her father, the 
man who had kept his hands dean of illicit business 
and died for what he considered a point of honor. 
He did not tell her how Welchel Dale had died, and 
he purposely withheld the names of the men who 
were responsible for his death. 

"And Izmhis child?" she said, and her proud lips 
quivered. 
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"Yes, you are his child. I recognized you in the 
description of him." 

He had the satisfaction of seeing her troubled face 
clear, in a degree, of the poignant pain his disclosure 
had given her; and something intimately tender 
trembled for a moment on his lips, when the giri 
reminded him, coldly: 

"You said there was something about this land 
matter that I ought to know." 

The warm flush that had sprung to his face receded. 
"Why, don't you see what this brings about?" he 
asked, lamely. 

"Does it bring anything about?" 

"Yes, it's your property — I mean that it is prop- 
erty which you have the sentimental claim to — that 
I have taken possession of, and am living on now — 
it's " 

"It's mine? That place is mine? And you have 
at last decided to let me know that it is my titles 
which are good — No, no, I know better than that 
—I didn't mean that!" 

He did not answer her but stood silent imder her 
charges. It was the girl herself who refuted them. 
She came up to him, she put out her hand as if to 
lay it on his arm, but she looked into the eyes of the 
man and drew back. When she spoke again it was 
with an effort: 

"I know that you would not do me an injustice; 
I have told myself over and over that you would, 
but I don't believe it now. Don't, don't be hurt 
with me." Her lips were threatening to tremble 
again, and the man siurendered, imconditionally. 
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"Oh, never mind about me. It is you who are to 
be considered. What on earth are we going to do 
about it?" 

"Why, I don^t have to tell you what I am going 
to do." 

"What?" 

"I am going to keep my property to save these 
others. I'm sorry that it has to hurt you." But 
even as she said it, a sickening doubt of him welled 
up in her heart. 

"But that is beyond your power." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Don't you see yet that this property about here 
never did belong to the people? IVs government 
land." The girl was visibly hardening again, and 
the desperation in the man's tone voiced his utter 
hopelessness of convincing her. "The situation in a 
nutshell is that your grandfather,, more intelligent 
than his neighbors, * entered' his land according to 
law; but, for some reason, failed to make final proof 
before hk death. His heirs could, on the proper 
showing, have completed the entry and obtained the 
titles. You yourself might have done this if you 
had known, if I had known, that you were this man's 
heir." 

"Why do you say 'might have' done it? Why 
can't I do it now?" The spirit of the hills was 
challenging. 

"You can't do it for the reason that the property 
is absolutely mine." — Could this be the same Mary 
Elizabeth who five minutes ago was repentant for 
having woimded him? — ^But he made no sign as he 
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continued: "Finding this land registered as an 
'abandoned* claim, I entered it. I have lived on it 
only a few months, but I paid the difference in cash. 
A week ago to-day I obtained the titles. I did not 
know imtil last night that you were the heir of the 
first claimant, and I came to you as soon as I heard 
it." 

"What for?" 

"'What for?' Do you ask me that?" 

"I certainly do." 

"To pay you for what you have lost through me." 

"But the property was not my grandfather's, you 
say." 

"No, the titles were in the government." 

"Then you don't owe me anything." 

"But you don't imderstand," the man protested. 

"Yes, I do imderstand, perfectly. I imderstand 
that something which might have been mine, if I 
had known in time to secure it, is now yours because 
I did not know. And I understand that if I had 
secured this property, I could have saved these 
people's homes for them and defeated yoxu: big in- 
dustrial scheme." 

Did she really mean what her words implied? 
The man asked himself the question, but in vain. 
When he spoke again he was still debating her 
deeper meaning: 

"But you do not understand that the business 
world grants a certain money value to claims like 
yours. It will be really worth it to me to buy what 
is called a 'quitclaim' from you. You are just and 
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fair to others; try, for once, to be just to me. Now 
this property is not yours, but you stand deprived 
by me of a certain claim to it which you might have 
re-established. You might also have sold the claim, 
unknowingly, to some other xmknowing party, and 
thus have realized on it.*' 

"You want to pay me for what doesn't belong to 
me? — ^I'm trying to follow you, but you'll forgive me 
if I find it hard." 

"K you will just take my word for it, I want to 
pay you for something that is worth money to me." 

"What?" 

"Your willingness to surrender all claim to the 
property, yoxu: agreement not to make trouble about 
it, your 'good-will,' as it is called in law." 

"But I am not willing to give up these claims that 
you say I don't possess if through them I can make 
trouble for you, and you haven't the money to buy 
from me my *good-will'!" 

Marshall despaired of getting her to comprehend 
the legal significance of the term which she thus 
seized upon and misinterpreted, but he decided to 
make one more appeal to her, and he urged it very 
sincerely: 

"Now let me tell you something,'' he insisted. 
"Put aside your prejudices for a moment, if you pos- 
sibly can, and consider this side of the proposition: 
K you persist in your opposition to me, you are going 
to stir up trouble here, trouble which can end in but 
one thing — ^injury to the people you are trying to 
help. K you acquiesce in this arrangement with me, 
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and you should, you will furnish an example to these 
people, and help them to make way cheerfully for a 
prosperity which they and their children will have 
the chance to share." 

All at once the girl remembered a scene beside an 
isolated grave when the twilight had shown her 
things which the garish daylight of her every-day 
life had but served to conceal. 

"Don^t," she protested to Marshall, passionately. 
''DonHr 

"But, good God, I can't rob a woman!" he biurst 
out, with inadvertent desperation. 

"There's a woman in every home that you are 
planning to destroy," she replied. "It's curious, 
isn't it, that men who will not hesitate to do injustice 
to a number of women collectively, will indignantly 
reject the idea of being imjust to a woman. What's 
the psychology of it?" 

"The psychology of my own particular part in it 
is that I am a fool!" he exclaimed, with a sudden, 
desperate welling up of the heart within him. " Oh, 
don't be afraid, I'm not going to make love to you 
again! You are unjust to me, you know you are. 
You who prate of justice for everybody ^Ise, set your 
face steadily against me, right or wrong. You know 
perfectly well that there could be to me no bitterness 
comparable to doing you an injiuy and leaving it 
imrqpaired, yet you deliberately put me in this posi- 
tion. You know that I did not dream the property 
was yours, and that I would have died rather than 
take it knowingly. Yet now you refuse to let me 
right the wrong I have done you!" 
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"But you said the property was not mine. How 
could you rob me of what was not mine?^' she inter- 
rupted. 

"Why, if you had known it in time, you might 
have contested my claim. You had, of coiurse, oifly 
one chance in many of winning in open contest 
against me, but still that one chance was worth 
something, and I have robbed you of that. It is 
nothing but humanly right, and fair and just to me, 
that you should let me make adeqxiate restitution." 

"That is so like you.'' 

"What is?'' 

" That * adequate restitution.' " 

"Will you tell me what you mean?" 

"Why, there are men who would have thought of 
just plain * restitution.'" 

Mary Elizabeth was too angry now to see or care 
for the hurt which her words inflicted, but she was 
interested in seeing the man dive for something in 
his innermost pocket with a savagery seemingly 
totally unnecessary. 

"What is it?" she asked, as a formidable-looking 
paper was thrust into her hand. 

"Just plain 'restitution.'" 

"Please tell me what it is about." 

"It is a deed from mj^self to yourself of the prop- 
erty I am living on now. It makes that property 
yours beyond anybody's question. It was not yours 
at first, but it is now. I entered the land fairly, and 
subscribed to all the requirements made by the 
government. I got full titles to it a week ago. 
Last night I foimd out that it was yoxu: grandfather 
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who liad all but completed claim before dying. I 
hoped that you would let me pay you for die place 
for reasons that we need not discuss now, but I was 
so afraid that you would not, and was so certain 
that I was not going to do you even a seeming in- 
justice, that I went to SinJdnsville this morning, 
and formally deeded the property to you. As long 
as you hold that paper, neither I nor any other man 
can distiurb you in possession of the place." 

"And you were probably certain, also, that I 
would decline to accept this from you!" 

Marshall looked her through and through, then 
turned on his heel and left her standing with the 
deed to the haimted hoxise in her outstretched hand. 
Scarcely had he taken the first half-dozen hurried 
steps, however, when the girl began tearing the 
formidable paper into bits. 

At the first soimd of the tearing, Marshall tinned 
quickly and sprang to her side to catch her hands 
and stop her, but he was too late. The white frag- 
ments were already fluttering to earth as he grasped 
her wrists. 

"You— you can't give me anytMagV^ she stormed, 
snatching away from his detaining grasp. "I know 
you now. YouVe been trying to buy me from the 
first because you thought I had influence here, and 
would help you cheat these people. That's what it 
is! And I was weak enough to think that your 
beautiful attentions were what they seemed, and I 
trusted you when you betrayed my woman's heart 
and told me " 
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"Don't say that to me, don'tr' 

But the girl's almost insane temper was now at 
white heat. " Oh, but I know you, I tell you! And 
I even see through this crowning act of yours — ^you 
knew that I wouldn't take it, but you thought I 
wouldn't imderstand, that I would be grateful to 
you — so grateful that I wouldn't tiun on you at a 
crisis and tell what I know. You couldn't imder- 
stand what it means to be boimd by a sense of 
honor!" 

This time when he tiuned and left her he did not 
come back. 
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CHAPTER XV 

"Sister Davis, what on eaxth is the matter with 
Ma'y'LizbethDale?" 

It was Sunday afternoon at the Thaggin home, 
and a half-dozen neighborhood gossips were gathered 
together in the "big room" to discuss a momentous 
happening. 

Outside, on the porch, the men were taking the 
keen fall air rather than brave the company of the 
"sisteren" inside. It might have been the result of 
the tradition-long division of the sheep from the 
goats in their primitive little chxirch that thus the 
two sexes herded in separate groups all Simday 
long, or it might have been that the weekly shave 
and bath took the hardihood out of these primitive 
lords of creation much as a periodical plucking ren- 
ders timid and ashamed the geese that are plucked. 
Certain it was that the lords in question himg aroimd 
on the edges of this Simday afternoon conclave, and 
echoed only weakly the gossip of the main group. 

"What is the matter with Ma'y 'Lizbeth Dale?" 
The speaker was hurriedly untying her bonnet 
strings, and the suppressed excitement in her ques- 
tion voiced the mood of the assemblage, the mem- 
bers of which were in the first plimge of deep debate. 

"Dilsey Sellers, when you tell me what the matter 
is with the whole rotten tribe she come from, I'll set 
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you straight *bout Ma*y ^Lizbeth herself." Aunt 
Millie Davis was rarely known to answer dvilly, even 
when a question was especially pleasing to her. 

A hacking cough from the depths of a homespun- 
covered barrel chair was followed by the eager but 
qxiavering question: "What's she bc^n up to now?'' 

"Hush, ma! Why canH you 'tend to your own 
business?" the yoimger Mrs. Thaggin hastened to 
put in, but the first speaker was not so easily silenced. 

"Why, grandma, ef you'll b'Ueve me, Ma'y 
'Lizbeth 'fused to come up to the commimion table 
this momin', an' when Brother Sykes went over to 
her an' exhorted her to come, she shrunk away from 
him, horrified-like, an' her eyes biunt like live coals 1 " 

"Grandma, you ain't never seen the beat o' that 
look she give Brother Sykes," interpolated another. 

"Hit's somethin' on her conscience," exclaimed 
the old lady; "she ain't been givin' some people 
what rightfully b'longs to 'em." 

"Hit's somethin' on her conscience, all right," in- 
sinxiated the first speaker. " Did you see him thar — 
that strange man? An' for the first time in his life? 
An' did you see the way he watched her? The 
wretch never shet his eyes in prayer a single time 
for lookin' at her; an' when Brother Sykes tried to 
make her see the error of her ways, he got up an' 
flung out o' meetin'." 

"She looked like a ha'nt herself," put in another. 
"I shouldn't wonder ef she hasn't been more'n a 
handful for you, Sister Davis. Beck Login is astin' 
a good deal of you," 
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"Ef you hadn't done got sanctification, you 
wouldn't stand hit a minute, would you, Mis' 
Davis?" asked still another before the interrogated 
could gather her wrath together. The last question 
caused the wind of Aunt Millie's mood to whip 
around to another quarter, and she folded her hands 
resignedly, and lifted her eyes to the ceiling. A look 
of disappointment crossed Dilsey Sellers's face. She 
was anxious to hear Aunt MilKe out while yet her 
first mood was upon her, but the imtimely reference 
to that lady's state of sanctification threatened to 
spoil it all. 

"I kin bear anything the Lord sends, Viney," re- 
plied the old woman to the latest questioner, and a 
murmur of unctuous approval went up from the 
others which threatened to take all the snap out of 
the situation. 

"Yes, if the Lord sends hit" — ^Dilsey was not to 
be defeated — "but thar's other powers at work. 
Now I was jest a-thinkin' how your Babe sot thar 
this momin' a-starin' across to the women's side o' 
the church, a-watchin' ever' bat of Ma'y 'Lizbeth's 
eyelids. I've seen the day, Sister Davis, when yotu: 
boys was ra-al scornful-like to women, an' when they 
was that mannerly an' shamefaceted they wouldn't 
so much as glance over to whar the women set. 
An' I couldn't help rememberin' Sallie an' all the 
trouble you had along o' her an' Bud, an' a-won- 
derin' " 

A very genuine sigh went up from the old woman. 
"You're speakin' the truth, now, Dilsey," she said, 
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with sincere concern. "Hit looks like I'm a-goin* 
to have trouble now for sure/* 

"That's jes what we all sensed, Mis' Davis; Babe 
sho is took with that gal. Is she brazen enough to 
be a-settin' up to him right thar under your nose?" 

"She's brazen enough for anything," snapped the 
old woman; "but that ain't the worst of it" — ^the 
group leaned forward as a imit in breathless interest, 
and the speaker continued — "that ain't the worst of 
it. Bud sees th'ough her as clear as day, an' he 
ain't got no patience with her a tall. He's goin' to 
tell her what he thinks of her yet, in spite of all I kin 
do; an' when he does, that fool Babe is goin' to up 
an' do somethin' he hadn't ought to." 

"Now am't that awful!" 

"La, Mis' Davis! Babe ain't got 'nough suption 
in him to make trouble, is he? When we was growin' 
up we xised to say he didn't have right good wit" — 
Dilsey Sellers was getting even. 

"Babe's got very good wit, considerin'!" — 
Grandma Thaggin caught her daughter-in-law's eye 
and stopped, while Aimt Millie flashed back: "Babe's 
got more sense than many that talks about him." 

"An' they do say that them quiet, stupid-like folks 
is awful when you git 'em riled." Viney was doing 
her groping best to pour oil on the troubled waters. 

"Wa-al," said the old mother, with a glow of 
pride, "as mean as he looks, I'd ruther git Bud ra-al 
deep stirred up any day than Babe. Y'all don't 
know Babe like I do ! " 

"Mis' Davis," the yoimger Mrs. Thaggin had held 
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her peace up to this point, "I wouldn't be pestered 
'bout Babe an' the teacher, ef I was you. The likes 
of her ain't apt to be settlin' down here for life. She 
ain't beholden to none of us, you know, for the man 
what raised her must a-had a lot o' money." This 
was a new and imwelcome note in the discussion, but 
Mrs. Davis hastened to reverse its effect. 

"Melissa Thaggin, don't you know that man 
shifted her off on us 'cause he had done got tired of 
her? An' don't you know, furthermore, that he laid 
down and died not long ago 'thout ever leavin' her 
a cent?" 

"Why, no. Mis' Davis, nobody ain't told me that." 

"Wa-al, he did." 

"Still," the younger Mrs. Thaggin insisted, "Ma'y 
'Lizbeth ain't to say 'shifted off' on nobody. She's 
makin' her own good money teachin', an' she's payin' 
her boa'd an' washin'." 

"Wa-al, I ain't heerd tell of their givin' her the 
school for life, Melissa, an' I have heerd tell of Mr. 
Sykes's bein' awful displeased with her way of teach- 
in' it. Mr. Williams told my Bud no longer than 
yestiddy that there ought to be a man teacher here 
to whup the boys. You know whether Trav Wil- 
liams's got influence here or not." Melissa Thaggin 
was dumb with something more than siuprise, but 
the others voiced their approval of Trav Williams's 
sentiments in monosyllabic exclamations. Then one 
of them reverted to the original subject: 

"How did she take the news of that man's dyin* 
an' not leavin' her all that money she thought she 
was a-goin' to git?" 
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"Took hit like anybody else with her smartness 
would a-took hit. She knowed she was dependent 
on ns after that, an' she jes nachully set to work 
makin' fair weather with us all right away. She told 
Babe that she was goin' to do her duty by usy an' he 
swallowed the bait, hook an' all!" The old woman 
cackled derisively as she continued: "An' the fim of 
hit is, she's even been a-makin' up to me. Oh, she 
was powerful high an' mighty at fust, but this last 
week she's been too good for anything. She actually 
he'ps with the dishes! I sont her to the well, yes- 
tiddy, but that fool. Babe, took the bucket away 
from her an' drawed the water hisself." 

" Wa-al, I'd a-took Babe Davis to be more manUer 
than to be doin' women's work!" 

"That's the trouble with you, Dilsey, ef you'd 
a-knowed anything about men, you'd a-had one o' 
yoxu: own by this time. Now you kin take hit from 
me that any man that's lovin' a woman will draw 
water for her tell he gits her." 

There was an awkward silence for a minute, for 
Dilsey Sellers's immarried state was considered a 
most delicate and deplorable circumstance. It was 
the younger Mrs. Thaggin who kindly turned the 
conversation: 

"Surster is ra-al timid-like, ain't she. Mis' Davis? 
Come out from behind the bed, honey, an' let me see 
you in your shoes an' stockin's." But the scared- 
looking child only crowded up closer in her place of 
refuge and put her finger in her mouth. 

"That's Sallie in her," declared the grandmother. 
"I never could learn her no manners. Jes let her 
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alone, Melissa, she'll perk up after while. She's 
kinder mortified 'cause she's clean." All imtaught, 
Aunt Millie had grasped for herself the psychology 
of the situation. On Saturday nights it was her 
practice to "wash" Sister down to the substratum 
of original sin. Mary Elizabeth spoke of the proc- 
ess as "bathing," but in spirit and in truth the 
weekly rite that Aimt Millie performed on Sister 
was exactly what the old woman called it, and the 
ordeal always took something out of the child, tem- 
peramentally, that it took her nearly a whole week 
to regain. 

But Dilsey Sellers was opposed to allowing a child 
to monopolize the attention of grown people; besides, 
she was not yet ready to give up their most inter- 
esting topic of gossip. 

"What about that strange man over to Silas's 
place? He's been a-keepin' sich steady comp'ny 
with Ma'y 'Lizbeth he don't seem to be leavin' her 
much chaiice to make up to Babe." 

"Who?— him?" Aimt Millie sniffed like a war- 
horse. " Lord, didn't you know he has done throwed 
Ma'y 'Lizbeth over? " The repty came like a bomb- 
shell, and a half-dozen exclamations followed in 
rapid succession. 

"Now ain't that like a man!" Dilsey was left say- 
ing. "Took up all her time tell he got tired of her, 
an' then throwed her away. But hit serves her right, 
the shameless piece! Mis' Thaggin, hit sho were a 
blessm' you didn't send Sue to school to her like she 
come an' begged you to. With little childem hit 
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don' so much matter, but Sue's ketchin' on to things, 
an' that piece might a-been the ruination of her." 

"Who are you old sisters scandalizin' now?" 
Uncle Beck Logan had momentarily detached him- 
self from his masculine companions, and poked his 
head in the window. 

"People ain't never scandalized tell they scan- 
dalize titeyselves," snapped the last speaker; but 
she didn't explain. 

Aunt Millie was to the front in an instant. 

"I was jes tellin' 'em, Beck Login, how that pet 
o' yoiun has done been give the go-by by that 
stranger what y'all can't find out nothin' 'bout. She 
ain't been loafin' around the woods with him for a 
week, an' she has grieved herself plum sickon account 
of hit." 

The habitually kind smile died out of the man's 
face. "Millie," he said grimly, looking straight into 
the old woman's eyes, "ef sanctification were ketch- 
in', I'd quarantine the neighborhood ag'inst you." 

"We women ain't ^yin' no more'n you men air 
thinkin'," ventured a sharp-nosed sister, who had 
been silent till now. "Trav Williams has already 
done told my Joshua what he thinks 'bout her." 

" Trav Williams got crost-ways with Ma'y 'Lizbeth 
at the start, an' he jes won't see things right." 

"What did she 'fuse communion for, can you tell 
us that?" It was another hitherto silent voice that 
challenged. 

"Mebbe she wasn't in love an' charity with her 
neighbors like the rest of you, an' she was 'feard 
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she'd git a mouthful o' damnation." For fully a 
minute the horrified listeners looked for the lightning 
to strike Unde Beck dead in his tracks for his sacri- 
lege, but after sixty seconds of clear skies they re- 
turned to the charge: 

"Wa-al, wharfs Ma'y 'Lizbeth now? Hit's easy 
to see she ain't here bein' sociable with her neigh- 
bors," Dilsey Sellers asked. 

"Wa-al, Dilsey," replied the old man with his 
characteristic slowness, "Ma'y 'Lizbeth weren't 
raised up here, an' she ain't learned that hit's part of 
her Sunday duty to help scandalize other women; so 
jest at present, she is readin' to your blind sister what 
you left all by herself. I stopped an' passed the 
time o' the day with 'em when I come by." Uncle 
Beck had stepped through the window, and now 
stood with his gaunt figure drawn up to its full height. 
He was looking straight at Dilsey. 

"A readin' book, I reckon!" sneered the other, in 
a desperate attempt to recover. 

"No, the Bible, Dilsey." 

"Uncle Beck," the ample hostess put in imeasily, 
"you 'lowed you was goin' to tell me what to do for 
that shoat what's done took sick. Can't you step 
out to the lot an' take a look at him? " The old man 
hesitated. He seemed not to have finished what he 
had to say, but he ended by following the younger 
Mrs. Thaggin to the back lot. 

"Uncle Beck," said the woman, resting her arms 
on the fence of the hog-pen, but giving never a glance 
at the shoat inside, "Uncle Beck, I'm pestered 'bout 
Ma'y 'Lizbeth." 
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"So am I, Melissa." 

" What you reckon she done that way this momin' 
for?" 

"Tut — ^tut! Nothin* serious! Like as not she 
was mad at somethin' Millie Davis had said to her. 
She's that sot in her principles that ef she'd got her 
temper up at anybody she wouldn't a-thought hit 
right to coromune." 

"Uncle Beck, you always was consolin'.'' 

" Wa-al, thar ain't much consolation to be got out 
of the siterwation now, Melissa. Hit's mighty serious 
that them women's tongues have got to waggin' about 
her. Can't you do somethin' for her?" 

"I'll make ma keep her mouth shet. An' — an' — 
yes, I'll send Sue to school. That'll show people 
where I stand. Uncle Beck — ^Ma'y 'Lizbeth is a 
good girl, ain't she?" 

"As good as they make 'em." 

"Then I'U stand by her." 

"You always was a good gal yourself, Melissa. 
Say, why can't you take Ma'y 'Lizbeth to boa'd? I 
couldn't he'p overhearin' what Mis' Davis said 'bout 
Bud an' Babe bein' sot ag'inst each other about her. 
Hit ain't right to bring trouble between them two." 

"La! Uncle Beck, I'd do it ef hit were jes only 
me; but Shan he wouldn't 'low it. He's done been 
sot ag'inst her by ma, an' he won't b'lieve nothin' 
good of her. An' you know how hectorin' men air 
what ain't right smart in their minds." 

"Wa-al, wa-al, we'll have to do some other way," 
he acquiesced, kindly. 

"Uncle Beck, Mis' Davis said jes now that the 
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trustees was talkin' 'bout tumin* Ma'y *Lizbeth 
outen the school!" 

The old man removed his spectacles, polished them 
hard on his ostentatious Sunday handkerchief, and, 
readjusting them on his nose, looked at the woman 
with grave concern. 

"I'm one of the trustees, myself, Melissa, an' I 
ain't heerd of no dissatisfaction except from Mr. 
Sykes." 

"Aunt Millie seemed to think that Mr. Williams 
was at the bottom of hit." 

"Wa-al, wa-al, Trav can't for the life of him for- 
give Ma'y 'Lizbeth for bein' Welchel Dale's child," 
he said, by way of reminiscence, "but I'll be at any 
meetin' they hold, an' I promise you I'll make things 
interestin' ef they pester her. I'm afeard I'm goin' 
to have to read 'em the riot act ag'in, Melissa. Lord, 
Lord, but a man oughtn't to have to tell his neighbors 
the truth more'n onct in a lifetime!" 

"Ain't that so. Uncle Beck!" 

" Melissa, what's this 'bout Ma'y 'lizbeth an' that 
man Marshall?" 

"I don't know nothin' but what you heerd Aimt 
Millie say 'bout his th'owin' off on hen But all the 
neighbors has been talkin' 'bout how much she's 
been a-goin' with him. My Tony says he keeps a 
horse an' saddle for her, an' is always a-sendin' her 
candy an' things what he has to have sont to him 
from away from here. Of course, Uncle Beck, I 
b'lieve hit's all right so far as Ma'y 'Lizbeth is 
concerned, but I wouldn't trust that overbearin' 
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stranger no further than I could sling a wild-cat by 
the tail.'^ "An* me neither, Melissa." 

"Wa-al, anyhow, hit seems to be broke off now, 
an* I*m glad of it." 

"Yes, yes, that's good. Now ef you'll only sorter 
take her under your wing all this talk will die down." 

"Yes, but I'm 'feard I won't be here long enough 
to see to it." 

"Melissa Thaggin, air you a-losin' your mind?" 

"No-o-o — ^Uncle Beck, don't tell a soul, hear? — ^but 
Shan is 'bout to sell our place an' move us all outen 
the valley." 

"The land o* Goshen!"— then suddenly— "Who 
to, Melissa?" 

"That very same man. He's done offered Shan a 
sight o' money, an' ef ma don't give trouble, we'll 
close the trade. Shan's done told ma she's got to 
put her cross mark to the papers, but she ain't 
quite come round yit. Shee-e-e — !" putting her 
finger to her hps, "h^e come Shan an' the others. 
Don't say a word 'bout what I told you, hear? Mr. 
Marshall made us promise to keep the trade on the 
quiet tell we pick up an' leave." 

"I'll keep quiet, Melissa, but ef you know when 
you air well off, you won't sign no papers to that 
man tell he shows his hand. Somehow, I mistrust 
all this secrecy." 
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CHAPTER XVI 

That there was something in the wind that night 
besides the wail of the dying forest and the sharp, 
cold needles of rain, even the youngest Thaggin 
could feel by the intuition of fear that was his; so 
it was small wonder that he stayed awake till the 
unearthly hour of seven o'clock, and increased the 
general hubbub by the size of his year-old voice. 

Something was going to happen, that was plain. 
The house had had an additional scrubbing and tidy- 
ing-up, and Grandma and the mother had arrayed 
themselves in their best linsey dresses. The lord 
and master of the house had been importuned to don 
his Sunday collar, but had flatly refused — ^there was 
a grain of comfort in that. From Sue to the baby 
the children were keyed up to the highest pitch of 
excitement. 

But all things come to an end sooner or later; and 
by half-past seven o'clock the last young Thaggin 
had been tucked away safe, the tnmdle-beds that 
had been rolled out from imder the beds of state, and 
the boarded-up bimks against the side of one of the 
shed rooms at the back, being full to the edges. 

Quiet now reigned in the family circle. The 
grandmother, who was used to being tucked away 
with the children at simdown, plainly nodded in her 
big chair in spite of the strenuous efforts that had 
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been made to keep her "heartened up" against a 
momentous happening. The wife of Shan Thaggin 
plied her knitting-needles in silence, but there were 
furrows of thinking on her erstwhile placid brow. 
Shan sat with his legs stretched out at length, toast- 
ing the bottoms of his feet by the fire and vainly 
attempting to warm the half-frozen heels of them. 

But the comfort and quietude on the inside only 
threw into sharp contrast the tempestuous bluster 
without. November was howling across the stripped 
fields, and fighting her way, with wind and rain, 
through the opposing ranks of the forest. It was 
black dark. 

The old woman in the homespun-covered chair 
nodded lower and lower, and after a while a dis- 
tinct snore was heard. The husband and wife looked 
at each other across the little pine table and the fitful 
firelight disclosed a question in the eyes of each. 

"Will he come?" it asked. 

"Listen at that rain, Shan," the wife said in half- 
answer. 

"The likes o' him don^t mind rain," the man re- 
plied. "Ef he wants to trade as bad as I think he 
docs, a shower o' bull-frogs couldn't keep him away." 

"What you goin' to tell him?" 

"I'm a-goin' to ast him more money." 

"Lord, Shan, he's payin' you twict as much as you 
have been a-astin' for hit, already!" 

"Yes, but ef he comes out a night like this, hit'll 
be a sign he wants the place bad enough to pay two 
hunderd more. An' you jes keep your moutii out 
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while he's here. I don't want any too much jaw 
about hit, 'cause I want to make him think we're 
*keerless 'bout tradin'. Jes treat hit all oflfhand-like, 
you hear?" 

"Of coiurse," said the wife, sympathetically. 
"An' do you think you kin manage Aer?" with an 
inclination of the head toward the nodding figure. 

"He's a-goin' to try his hand on her to-night. Ef 
we can't make her sign, you've got to!" 

"Now look a-here, Shan, I ain't a-goin' to hector 
ma no more'n I have to. I've had a hard 'nough 
time makin' her keep her mouth shet about this to 
the neighbors, an' when hit comes to makin' her put 
her cross mark to them papers, you've got to manage 
hit yoiurself — ^you an' that devil-knows-whol Be- 
sides " 

"Besides what?" sharply. But the woman kept 
her peace. 

"Besides what, I say?" the man snarled at her 
across the table. 

"Besides," she replied slowly, "I ain't right easy 
in my mind 'bout this piece o' business, nohow. I 
ain't as much took up with the idea of the trade 
as I was at first, an' I don't see no use in a-draggin' 
ma all the way to town an' layin' her liable to ketch- 
in' her death o' cold when she could jest as well sign 
them papers here." 

"Ain't I done told you that we got to have a wit- 
ness to the signin', an' we don't want to let nobody 
in these parts onto the trade?" the husband growled, 

"Why can't you bring a witness from town?" the 
woman asked. 
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"Because he might talk too much to the folks he 
met. I told you what Mr. Marshall said about hit." 

"Wa-al, I don't 'prove of no such secrecy. I tell 
you, Shan, hit don't look nachul for him to be so 
skeered for his neighbors to know he's jes makin' a 
simple trade. There's somethin' back of hit, an' I 
don't like hit." 

"Now you jes let me ketch you tryin' to back 
down, will you?" 

"No, I won't," she snapped back, all imafraid of 
the threatening, evil look he shot at her; "I won't 
b'cause my word's done give. But don't you think 
hit's b'cause I'm afeard of you, you little pusillan- 
imous — There goes Sue in a nightmare ag'in!" 
The mother rose quickly and crossed the room to one 
of the big feather-puffed beds, where the rosy-cheeked 
Sue lay whimpering in her sleep. 

"Hit's jes the kind o' night that some folks thinks 
witches rides in." The husband and father had 
slouched across the room, and stood for a moment 
contemplating his eldest-bom. 

"Witches — ^the cat's foot! Hit's them green cab- 
bage stalks she's been a-eatin'. I low I'll slap her 
face 'bout 'em in the momin'." But the touch was 
not imgentle with which she shifted the position of 
the dreaming girl. The mother's hands lingered a 
little on the girl's forehead, brushing back the brown 
tendrils thaf fell over it. The father * waited a 
moment, too. 

"Shan," said the mother, "I'm a-goin' to send Sue 
to school!" There was sharp challenge in the man- 
ner of her announcement. 
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For some reason the man did not accept the chal- 
lenge. He seemed to be trymg to avert a contest. 
"Wa-al," he answered, evasively, "I ain't a-sayin' 
what I think 'bout Sue an' schoolin', b'cause my 
mind is ahready done full of a bigger plan for her." 

"What plan?" the mother demanded, coming 
straight to the point. 

"Well, me an' Trav Williams was a-talkin' to-day 
'bout how well growed up she was, an' Trav told me 
he had a-sort a-been takin' notice of her hisself." 

They were moving toward the fire, and the mother 
suddenly sat down in a convenient chair, overcome 
by the bigness of her husband's news. 

"Now did anybody ever hear the beat o' that!" 
she exclaimed, but delighted pride wrote itself across 
her every feature. 

"He's got more land than anybody in the valley," 
said her husband, warming up to his subject, "an' 
the storehouse is his'n, an' " 

"An' he's got a bran' new buggy!" the wife put in. 

" Yes'n he's got money in hidin', too." 

The mother looked across the room to where Sue's 
apple cheeks reddened in the sudden flare of the fire- 
light, and a shade crossed her own glowing face. 
"Shan," she said, doubtfully, "Sue's jes turned four- 
teen, an' Mr. WilUams is older'n you by twelve 
year." 

"Dad bust his age! What's that got to do with 
hit? Ain't I done told you he can buy an' sell the 
last one of us?" 

"Yes," said the mother, lingeringly, "but " 
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"But what? But what?" 

"Oh, nothin* — ^but — ^I was jes wishin* he wa'n't so 
servigrous. Ef he were jes a little more peaceable- 
like, an' kind, you know '* 

"I know you ain't got a grain o' sense!" 

"I got a long sight more sense'n you have! Of 
course I ain't a-goin' to stand in the child's way, 
but I jes couldn't help ruminatin' in my mind 'bout 
Lizzie. Lord, Lord, an' jes to think! Hit ain't 
been but seven weel^, come a-Monday, sence I holp 
wash Lizzie Williams and lay her out " 

"Wa-al, a woman's as dead in seven weeks as 
she'll ever be, ain't she?" 

"Oh, she's dead enough all right. I was jes 
a-thinkin' how glad she was to die. Listen! Was 
that somebody comin'? " The two listened intently, 
but nothing was heard except the howling of the 
November winds and the swish of the driving rain. 
When the woman took up the thread of conversa- 
tion again, she had dropped back into her pleased, 
contemplative mood — ^verily, Lizzie Williams was as 
dead as ever a woman gets to be! 

"Has Mr. Williams been a-talkin' to Sue yet?" 
she queried. 

"Yes, comin' home from meetin' this momin'. 
That's what he fetched her in his buggy for." 

"An' did Sue make up to him? Did he say?" 
She was all excited interest. 

The husband nodded an impressive aflGumative. 
The mere nodding of one's head isn't lying. Be- 
sides, Shan was resolved to compel the fearful and 
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cringing Sue to make good his words so shortly that 
the thing was as good as done, ahready. The wife 
bubbled over: 

"Now ain't that nice! An' did Mr. Williams say 
when he thought they'd better stand up before the 
preacher?" 

"Sunday after next." Shan's new-foimd dignity 
came very near impressing his wife, and that is 
sajdng a good deal for it. 

"Wa-al, that settles her goin* to school. I'd 
a-liked to 'commodate Uncle Beck an' Ma'y 'Lizbeth, 
but of course hit's outen the question now." 

"An' what's Ma'y 'Lizbeth got to do with hit, 
I'd like to know?" The man was suspicious in- 
stantly. 

"Oh, nothin'," said the wife, retreating, "but she's 
been so good to Tony an' the others, I'd a-liked to let 
her try her hand on Sue." 

"Good to Tony! She'd a sight better lay the 
hickory on him, like Mr. Sykes says. He's been thar 
to see her teachin', an' he p'intedly told us all at 
meetin' to-day that Ma'y 'Lizbeth was jes nachully 
pamperin' them childem to death." 

"Yes, I know, Shan, but you 'member we tried 
Tony with that man teacher last smnmer, an' he 
had the boy shiverin' an' cringin' like a houn' dog. 
Somehow, I can't think that's right." 

"Wa-al, hit ain't your business to do the thinkin'. 
Hit's your doin's, too, that she hired Tony out to 
hang round that place o' Silas's what Christian peo- 
ple ought to keep off'n." A sudden gust of wind 
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whipped around the comer of the room with a wfld 
shriek, and the two started and looked at each other; 
after a momentary hush, however, the wife found 
her tongue. 

"Ma^ Xizbeth never hired Tony to nobody/' she 
declared "She jes said she'd like for him to he'p 
Mr. Marshall, an' Mr. Marshall told Tony what she 
said, an' Tony come to me Iwut hit" 

"An' you hired him." 

"Wa-al, ef I did, you git the money for hit, an' 
you make the man pay more'n he's wuth, too!" 

"You can't deny he spends a lot o' time at that 
thar place." 

"Shan, nothin' ain't goin' to happen to Tony 
along o' that place." — ^Was it the wind this time? — 
"He never goes in sight of hit imless Mr. Marshall 
is right thar with him. Mr. Marshall hisself told 
me hit were like nussin' a sick baby to look after 
Tony, he was that skeered." 

"What I want to know is, what business is Ma'y 
'Lizbeth got a-wantin' to git he'p for that man?" 

There was a fine disgust mingled with a glimpse 
of something higher in the look which the woman 
gave him: "Lord, but hit's hard to have to be a 
woman when a man won't be a man!" was her 
answer to him, but it passed over his head. 

"Ain't nobody ever told Ma'y 'Lizbeth 'bout that 
place yit?" he asked significantly. 

"No, but you kin b'lieve they will, they are that 
sot agin her." 

"Ain't it queerlike an' creepy that she's gone an' 
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got mixed up with hit?'' — Some placeless thing 
shrieked again, 

"How * mixed up with hit'?'* the wife demanded, 
but her face had blanched. 

"I seen what I seen." 

"No you never, neither! I was on that waggin 
with you, an' / never seen her comin' outen the 
door with him. Besides that, we was] way down 
the fust bend o' the road an' you coiddn't a-seen 
that fur! An' let me tell you somethin'," she 
continued, "you've got to git that off'n ma's mind. 
You had no business a-tellin' her sich a tale an' 
takin' up all o' my time a-keepin' her mouth shet — 
Sh-h-h!" 

The beat of a horse's hoofs resoimded outside, 
and a man's "Hello" startled both to their feet. 
The unusual sounds, the late hour, and the wild night, 
blending with the eeriness of their conversation, 
wrought into the moment a thrill of real terror. The 
man pressed back against the mantel-shelf. It was 
the woman who sununoned courage to unbolt the 
door and admit what the fates had sent. 

With the water streaming from his mackintosh in 
rivulets and red mud bespattering his great boots, 
the stranger-tenant of the haunted house came in out 
of the darkness to the glowing warmth of the log fire 
inside. There were pleasant and courteous greetings 
as the visitor divested himself of his raincoat and 
stamped the red mud from his boots at the hos- 
pitable threshold. The noise and stir roused the old 
crone by the fireside, and caused the apple-red cheeks 
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of the momentarily awakened Sue to retire modestly 
imder the bed-quilt. 

After having acquitted himself creditably in the 
rite of the all-aroimd handshake, a ceremony which 
has with the hill people the solemnity of a covenant, 
the stranger deliberately drew up a chair beside 
Grandma Thaggin, and asked after her cough with 
a deepness of concern that flattered the old crone into 
almost instant capitulation. Grandma told him 
literally aU about it, for when her daughter-in-law 
would have interfered, Marshall signalled to her to 
let the old woman talk; so, for once since her son's 
marriage, grandma was granted the right of unlim- 
ited self-expression. Since this visit of the stranger's 
was primarily for the pxupose of placating the old 
lady, the yoimger woman was fain to give way, 
though witii deep misgivings. However, she seized 
the first opportimity which offered itself after her 
mother-in-law had diagnosed her malady to the mi- 
nutest detail, to remark: 

"You don't let a bad night stop you from impor- 
tant business, do you, Mr. Marshall?" 

"Well, the business didn't so much matter," he 
replied in an off-hand way, "but I was afraid I'd 
keep you folks up, looking for me, and I knew that 
your mother here ought not to have her rest broken." 
The old woman's eyes sparkled with delight. For 
the first time in her life-drama she was centre of the 
stage. 

"Now that were ra-al considerate of 'you, hit sho 
were," she wheezed. "Shan 'lowed as how you 
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wouldn't come out in this pesky weather lessen you 
wanted to trade mighty bad." Her daughter-in- 
law's mute lips signalled "hush" to her from behind 
the visitor's back. 

"No-0-0," said the stranger, deliberately. "The 
fact is, I have been hesitating myself lately. Mr. 
Logan has offered me his farm, and since taking a 
look at it, I am very much in the notion of buying it. 
Logan has kept up his property so well." 

"Thar ain't no better-kept farm in the coimtry 
than this one right here," declared the woman who 
ten minutes before had thought she was not anxious 
to trade, and she and her husband exchanged glances. 
Shan got up and then sat down again. 

"Oh, well, I as good as told you the other morn- 
ing that I would trade if we could get the titles 
fixed all right, so I suppose I'll have to live up to 
my promise." 

"Did you find out what you wanted about them 
papers? Was they all right?" Shan asked, eagerly 
catching at renewed hope. 

"Yes — that is to say — ^I guess we can fix it. Do 
you still want to trade?" The stranger put the 
query as if the whole affair w^re a matter of the 
smallest personal concern to himself. 

In answer to a desperate signal from his wife, 
Thaggin replied in the affirmative. 

"Ain't I a-goin' to git nothin' for puttin' my cross 
mark to them papers? " It was the old woman who 
was eagerly questioning. 

"Why," began Marshall, "half the proceeds—" 
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this time the signalled "hush" was directed at him, 
and silenced him. A moment afterward, however, he 
said, in reply to the repeated question: " Well, it w a 
shame to ask you to take that long ride to town 
without getting something nice for it. Now what 
would you like to have?" 

"Money!" 

"Oh," and he laughed. "WeU, ^bein's it's you,' 
grandma, I'll give you two hundred silver dollars if 
you'll sign those papers and not say a word about it 
to anybody." And he added in an aside to Shan; 
"I'll let you pay that, Thaggin, if you really want 
to trade. I'm going to take it on myself to see that 
she gets enough out of this for her personal comfort. 
Put that in your pipe and smoke it!" Then he 
turned to the old woman again: "And if you are 
right good and will get ready for the trip the first 
fair day, we'll lay in a big stock of cough medicine 
while we are in town — as a present from me, you 
imderstand." 

"Now don't that look like Providence!" exclaimed 
the old lady. "My medicine's done plum out, an' 
that triflin' Ma'y 'Lizbeth 'tended like she couldn't 
buy me no more tell she drawed her next pay." 

"Maybe she couldn't." It was the stranger who 
spoke, but his voice had changed slightly. The 
younger Mrs. Thaggin wondered if it were a trick 
of the firelight that gave his cold eyes a momentary 
hurt look. 

"Mebbc she lied 'bout it, goin' an' comin'," 
flashed the old woman. " She told me the fust time 
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I sot eyes on her that hit was ahready done paid 
for!'^ 

"Mrs. Thaggin," said the stranger, and this time 
there was no note of placating in his stem voice, "I 
know for a certainty that Miss Dale^s guardian did 
not supply her with any money at all, and that what 
she spenik on you or on anybody else is what she 
makes herself. The man who educated her kept 
telling her that she mxist pay back what he did for 
her, and she has taken a notion to pay the debt by 
giving th^ siun of it to you people here. That is 
what she means when she says that anything she 
does for you is already paid for. I suppose you 
know that her guardian died not long ago without 
leaving her anything, and that she now hasn't any 
money at all except what she makes by teaching." 

The green cabbage stalks got in another dig of 
revenge on the slmnbering Sue just at this moment, 
and the mother's surveillance was momentarily 
diverted from the old woman. Grandma saw her 
opportimity, and leaned forward with a cunning, 
hideous leer as she replied: 

".Now you ain't a-foolin' o' me. You an' me 
know whax Ma'y 'Lizbeth kin git all the money she 
wants!" 

"Where?" Marshall's sharp question brought 
the daughter-in-law to her post again and made 
even the phlegmatic Shan sit up suddenly, wide 
awake. But it was too late — grandma had taken 
the bit between her teeth. 

"Whar can she git all the money she wants?" she 
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repeated to the electrified group. "Git it whar she 
gits all her candy an' goodies an' that thar ridin' 
horse an' " 

"Shut that up, or by God! I'll " 

Marshall had sprung to his feet and slung aside a 
chair that intervened between himself and Shan 
Thaggin. The other had started up, too, and was 
cowering aud shivering against the mantel-shelf. 

"You answer me, ytw/" the terrible stranger 
raged at him. "Does that woman know what she's 
saying?" 

"She knows what ever'body in the neighborhood 
is sa3dn'," screamed the old woman, but this time 
the daughter-in-law shut her up literally by clap- 
ping her strong hand over her mouth and holding it 
there. 

"I am't got nothin' 'tall to do with hit," chat- 
tered Thaggin between his imcontrollable teeth. 
"Hit's all women's talk — ^hit ain't none o' me!" 

"Well, by the Lord Harry, I'll give you something 
to do with it!" Marshall was whiter than the shiv- 
ering creature before him, but with a whiteness that 
augured ill for the thing that was in his path. "I'll 
give you something to do with it! Now then! You 
keep these women's mouths shut on that subject 
or I'll beat you into a jelly! Understand? Don't 
you ever let anybody hear again one breath from one 
of them against that girl " 

"La, mister!" — the yoimger Mrs. Thaggin had 
released her hold on the old woman's mouth to 
throw herself between her cowering husband and 
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the enraged stranger — "la, mister, Shan am't been 
sayin' a thing! Please, sir, don't hurt him!" 

Shan seized the drcmnstance of his wife's inter- 
vention to put temptation out of the stranger's way 
by decamping through the back door into the rainy 
darkness as fast as his wabbly legs would carry him. 
With Shan out of harm's way, the old mother got 
in a last shot: 

"I know one mouth what you can't shet — ^you 
limb o' Satan! — Millie Davis won't be takin' her 
orders from you, an' when she makes that gal move 
outen her house like she says she's a-goin' to, ever'- 
body in the coimtryside wHl know why!" 

The younger woman clapped her hand over the 
other's mouth again and looked up to see that the 
stranger's face had grown ashen. He turned without 
another word, flimg on his raincoat, and strode out 
of the door. Before he could release the lighted 
lantern from the nail on which he had left it hanging 
in the entry, however, Shan Thaggin's wife was by 
his side. 

"Mister," she said pleadingly, "I— I — don't want 
you to think I been talkin' 'bout Ma'y 'Lizbeth! 
Hit ain't b'cause I'm skeered o' you that I say it. 
I'm jes mortal sorry for the child, an' I know hit's all 
black lies that they're a-tellin' on her " 

The man raised the lighted lantern to her face to 
find that her eyes were streaming with tears. An 
answering something softened the blaze of his own. 

"They are all black lies they are telling on her," 
he said, with visible emotion. "She is the purest 
woman in the whole world!" 
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"I know it — ^I know it — " Melissa Thaggin was 
saying to him, "an' I done promised Uncle Beck 
Login to befriend her — ^but you see what IVe got 
ag'inst me — " she was wiping away the tears as she 
spoke. The stranger's eyes suddenly took on a re- 
flective expression, 

"Why, you are the one that Babe Davis told me 
was her friend," he said, kindly. "I'm sorry for 
your sake that I had to raise this devil's row to- 
night. But your hxisband will have to control his 
mother's tongue, let him know that," 

"I'll do hit, mister, I give you my word I will. 
She ain't never to open her head ag'inst Ma'y 'Liz- 
beth ag'in while the world stands! An' — ^an' — say, 
mister, the trade ain't off, is hit?" Something kin- 
dled in the man's eyes that as quickly died. His 
face was xminterested as the woman pleaded fur- 
ther: "We done kinder made our plans, — an' we'd 
hate mighty bad to lose out now. Ef you jes 
wouldn't pay no 'tention to ma, I'd keep her shet 
up, I sho would." 

"Why," said the stranger, thoughtfully, "this 
hasn't anything to do with the trade as far as I am 
concerned, but it will surprise me if the old woman 
can be persuaded to sign the deeds now." 

"Leave that to me an' Shan, mister." 

"All right, I'll pay you your money when the 
papers are signed — every dollar of it cash, remember 
that. But this talk about Mary Elizabeth has got 
to stop, now and forever; keep that with you before 
everything else. I don't want ever to hear another 
breath of it. Understand?" 
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The woman's eyes took on their scaxed look agam, 
and she protested: 

"La, mister, you ain't a-goin' to blame hit all on 
lis! I kin keep ma shet up like I told you, an' 
Shan's done got his dost; but you can't stop a whole 
passel o' women from talkin', you know that your- 
se'f." 

His face went white again. "Mrs. Thaggin," he 
said, in a moment, "why should they condemn that 
child on such ridiculously slight evidence? Isn't it 
that they are jxist prejudiced anyhow, and are glad 
to seize on any. story against her?" 

"Of course, mister, that's exactly hit." 

"Well, isn't there any way imder the sim to sweep 
away this old prejudice — ^the foimdation of all this 
enmity? Wouldn't the people come to their senses 
and judge her rightly if that could be done?" 

Suddenly, with a grip that startled the woman, he 
grasped her shoulder and exclaimed tensely: "Say, 
if she were to do some great good thing for the peo- 
ple — ^if she were to do something which proved that 
her whole heart was with them against — ^against me 
and my interests — ^against everything that I could 
do to die contrary — ^wouldn't that win them over to 
her? WouldnH it? Wouldn't that show them that 
this infernal talk is a lie?" 

"Why, sho, mister, but that ain't likely to hap- 
pen," and her eyes filled with tears again. 

But the man was for some reason intensely ex- 
cited. "Good-by," he exclaimed, as if some over- 
mastering impulse had seized his will and were 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



2o8 THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

driving him forward, " Good-by. Be good to her, 
now, will you? WonH you be good to her?" 

When John Marshall rode through the Thaggins' 
lowered bars that night and set his face against the 
driving sleet and rain, one idea possessed him, and 
only one. The hardening sleet beat against his 
breast, but his heart was on fire. He took wind and 
rain and ice-needles, head-on, realizing little and 
fearing less the fury with which they opposed him, 
for the storm that raged within him dwarfed their 
angry onslaughts till he was scarcely conscious that 
they assailed. The very play of the wild lightning 
threatened in vain. 

He did not think. He was too deeply stirred to 
think, but every fibre of his being was sentient of 
one great fact. 

No, it was not the sudden blast right out of the 
north that set his strong jaw with sinews of iron, that 
sent that fierce riot through his veins; the night, 
with its sleet and rain and wind and fire, was merely 
an inddenti 
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Winter had snuled again. In the warmth of but 
three fleeting hours of sunshine the sleet had gone 
from the hills, the winds were still, and the bare, 
brown bushes had begun to dream good resolutions 
of turning over new leaves- 
Only last night the north wind had swept the little 
valley with a rain of ice; but this morning, if there 
was any air at all astir, it was a tender breath right 
out of the South. It was winter's day of atonement, 
and nothing was lacking from the scene to make 
amends for her cruelty of the night before. Even that 
flock of gray doves, glinting across the landscape in 
the shimmering sunlight, seemed offered as an earnest 
of peace. 

The Southern winter is a tricksy damsel and is lia- 
ble to do almost anything at any time. She has a way 
of hitting you hard one day, and laughing at you the 
very next — pretending that she didn't mean it and is 
hurt with you that you can't take a joke. It is a 
favorite prank of hers to furnish out-of-door roses for 
the Christmas table, then coat the imgathered buds 
with ice on the twenty-sixth day of December; and 
she has an infernal Uttle way of coaxing out the peach 
blossoms long before there is a shadow of excuse for 
their appearance, and then nipping off the young 
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fruit even before the small boy has had a chance at 
it. When she is really spitefid, she sends the warm 
sap surging up the young shrubs all out of season, 
only to condemn the too trusting plants themselves 
to an everlasting sleep in a shroud of snow and ice 
when they are at her questionable mercy. 

On this particular morning, however, she was 
smiling, placating, trying to make friends. 

But the dreaming stir in the brown woods, the 
promise of spring in the air — even the symbols of 
peace themselves, softly lilting along the sunlight — 
were lost on the man who had breasted last night's 
storm unheeding, and was now making his way, im- 
heeding still, to a fateful objective. 

It was nine o'clock and after when John Marshall 
spurred his horse across the gully where the Davises' 
front gate should have stood, and rode up to the 
front porch of the cabin home. 

He did not dismoimt, but helloed lustily in con- 
formity to the custom of the hills. The door of the 
little porch-room, which was slightly ajar, closed 
softly and promptly— he saw it because he had not 
been able to keep his eyes oflf it. In a minute or two 
an angry-eyed, hawk-f eatiured old woman opened the 
door of the main room and came out on the thresh- 
old. Her lips were parted to answer Marshall's 
hail, but as soon as her piercing eyes ran him through, 
she set her jaw in grim silence and waited for him to 
speak. 

"Is yoiu: son. Babe Davis, at home, madam?" 
That the question was not what she expected showed 
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plainly in her hard old face. Taken by surprise, she 
answered, but she bit oflf her reply till its briefness 
amounted to an affront- 

"He be." 

"I want to see him on business; will you be kind 
enough to tell him so?" 

"He's over yander on the hill cParin' up the new 
ground, ef you^ve got any bxisiness with him." And 
she went in and slammed the door behind her. 
Marshall tinned his horse toward the open and gave 
him such another impetus in the direction the woman 
had pointed that the old racing blood in him leaped 
in answer, and he took the long, low hill at a flying 
run. 

Both horse and rider were breathing hard when 
they reached the simamit, and stopped, almost too 
suddenly, in a partially cleared field — ^within twenty 
feet of where a strong-limbed, rusty native was hew- 
ing away stoutly at a rotting stump. 

"HeUo, Davis!" 

The man stopped in his work and came toward 
him slowly, axe on shoulder. Marshall dismounted, 
flimg his bridle over the ponunel of his saddle, and 
gave Selim a slap that sent him cropping the dry 
grass some yards away. 

"You refused to shake hands with me when we 
met last," said he. 

"Yes," said the native. 

"You didn't trust me." 

"No-0-0 — ^yes — " said the native. 

"Davis," the other continued after a pause, "it 
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is necessary for xis to understand each other. I 
told you once that I did not love Mary Elizabeth, 
and it was true at the time I said it. But — ^I" — 
and his strong face became drawn — "I love her now. 
I have told her so. I have offered her ease and 
pleasiure and wealth in exchange for what she con- 
siders her duty to you people here. She has — ^re- 
fused me. I have at all times acted honorably to- 
ward her — Do you believe that?" 

The great expressionless eyes of the other had 
dimmed. "Yes, stranger," he answered, simply; 
"she lowed you had." 

The stranger looked away across the seared fields 
for a moment and then said: 

"I'm troubled, Davis," 

"Is hit anything I kin holp you about, stranger?" 

"You are the one who can help." 

"Say the word." 

"Davis, do you remember that morning when you 
came gunning for me, and when I told you that Mary 
Elizabeth would need us both some day?" 

The pupils of the other man's eyes were enlarging; 
he was looking John Marshall straight in the face. 

"I remember." 

"Well, that time has come." 

"What you mean, mister? Say hit out." 

He who had never before been squeamish in his 
choice of words, now all suddenly seemed to find his 
vocabulary failing him. "And you haven't heard 
that lying report?" he asked in a moment. 

The crimson blood crept slowly up the throat of 
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the rustic and spread over his simbumt face, dye- 
ing it a yet deeper red. He gulped hard at a lump 
in his throat as he answered: 

"Yes, I heerd hit. I'm jes la3dn' low tell I kin 
find the man what started hit. Did you want me 
to holp you fix him?'' 

"If a man had started it, Davis" — ^his clinched 
fist emphasized his words on the top rail of the fence 
by which they were standing — "I wouldn't need any 
help. But it's the women that are talking it. Shan 
Thaggin's wife told me so herself. It was that old 
she-devil there that let out the report to me. It 
is all my fault," he continued, clearing his throat 
vigorously; "it was my unheeding, selfish blindness 
that brought this upon her. She's a baby — she didn't 
know. And I — ^I blundered." 

"You thought b'cause you an' her knowed the 
books, stranger, an' we didn't, hit didn't make no 
diff'ence what we'ims thought." 

"I may have been fool enough to feel that, Davis, 
but if I had ever thought the matter out, I would have 
realized that your public opinion could change the 
face of the whole world for her." 

His strong, nervous hand was tearing at the split 
rail as he continued: "You see, she thinks she Is in 
duty boimd here, and that simply means that she 
is going to stay. She is utterly dependent on your 
people and at their mercy. She has no ties but these, 
no chance of friends but such as she can make here. 
And she has no means of support whatever but her 
pitiful little wages." 
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"She makes good money, stranger, an^ she's got a 
good home for as long as die wants hit." 

The stranger had turned away but now suddenly 
faced about again. "Davis," he said, between set 
teeth, "yoiu: mother is threatening to turn that child 
out of doors, disgraced.'^ 

The ashen-gray of the other man's face was his 
answer, and Marshall continued, a little quickly: 
"But, after all, that may not occur, I believe, 
I hope, that there will be some happenings here 
which will put Mary Elizabeth right with yoiu: peo- 
ple. The danger is they may come too late to save 
her " 

" Too late? " the other interrupted, hoarsely. 

"Too late to keep this thing from breaking her heart 
— ^from breaking her frail woman's spirit. Davis, 
— ^it's going to kill her to hear that slander!" 

" Could you an' me an' a couple o' guns cl'ar up 
the siterwation a bit, stranger?" 

"No, we can't shoot women. And a move on our 
part now would be the surest way of sending the 
whole damnable story to her." 

"Then, stranger, what mxist I holp you do?" 

"Help me to keep her from knowing of this talk 
till she is put right with the people and their infernal 
gossip is swallowed up in gratitude. Silence that 
mother and that brother of yours " 

"You're a-talkin' 'bout my mother an' my brother, 
stranger." 

"I am talking for the girl who has no brother, and 
to the man who, with his gun across his saddle. 
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warned me that he was going to stand to her in the 
place of one." 

The blood had receded from the face of the other 
man, leaving it blue-white about his pinched nos- 
trils, but he looked John Marshall steadily in the eye 
as he returned, quietly: "Say on, stranger." 

Then Marshall told him Horton's camp story 
about the death of Welchel Dale; but he saw no 
surprise in the eyes of the man imtil he named the 
mmrderers. 

In the startled expression of the rustic, fear fol- 
lowed quickly on the heels of surprise, and then 
conviction — ^which, however, repudiated any forgive- 
ness for Marshall's having recited the imwelcome 
truth — suffused the whole. Marshall caught the look 
and its meaning. 

"Davis," he said with sudden emphasis, "if we 
are to take care of Mary Elizabeth, we will have to 
put ourselves and om: personal feelings out of the 
question. We mxist think only of her, and keep her 
before us till we go to the bottom of this and learn 
what to do for her. Mary Elizabeth," he continued 
— ^perhaps he repeated the name on purpose to exorcise 
the demon he saw rise in the spotted face of the other 
man — "Mary Elizabeth, being the child of that man, 
has inherited, so to speak, the hatred of both your 
brother and Trav Williams. It must be that way, 
for there is absolutely nothing in what the girl her- 
self has done to warrant their hate. Now this is 
why I tell you an ugly truth about yoiu: own brother: 
I know that when these people generally come to 
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find out what Mary Elizabeth is doing for them — 
and they will find out, for she is going to tell them in 
spite of me — they will be crazy about her; but I am 
not at all sure that Williams and Bud Davis will ever 
cease to hate her, I hope that they will, but I am 
doubtful. Now, if they do not, they are likely to 
concoct some other devilish scheme against her even 
if this one fails." 

Babe Davis was struggling to speak, but his throat 
and lips were dry. After an effort he said hoarsely: 

"I ain't gone nowhar.*' 

"No, nor I either. Now, see here, I'm hoping that 
when the truth is known everything will be all right, 
and that this talk will die a natiural death without 
Mary Elizabeth's ever hearing it. But if it doesn't, 
Davis, if it doesnH^ that's what you and I have got 
to take care of." 

Again the name of Mary Elizabeth worked its 
magic, and Babe repUed: "I'm ready, stranger, but 
how?" 

"God knows!" 

"Ef Ma'y 'Lizbeth wa'n't so wilful " 

"If she only wasn't!" 

"We kin tell better when the time comes." 

"Yes, yes, but in the meantime, can you handle 
the situation there at home? Can you keep your 
mother and Bud from telling her that damned 
scandal? — ^Nobody else is apt to repeat it to her." 

"I've kept 'em from blabbin' it to her so fur, 
stranger, but ma's 'bout to bust." 

"Well, keep her quiet at any cost. And you, 
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Davis, when Mary Elizabeth tells what she knows 
about me, make much of the fact that she has sided 
with you all against me — that's what is going to save 
the situation, if anything can." 

Something that had flickered once or twice in the 
dull eyes of the rustic now struggled to Hght up 
again as Marshall continued: "And don't let any 
lingering memory of the fact that you and I have 
a friendly agreement on this subject, make you spare 
me any, in speaking of me to the others, if that will 
help the child herself. It may be that the blacker 
I am painted, the more they will realize what she is 
struggling to do for them." 

Selim had strayed up to within reach, and Marshall 
laid hold of the bridle and put his foot in the stimip. 
As he drew himself up into the saddle. Babe Davis 
asked, with his dull eyes aUght now: 

"Stranger, what in the hdl have you been doin'?^^ 

The stranger looked down at him with something 
akin to regret in his fine eyes. "Something that 
Mary Elizabeth has opposed me in every step of the 
way, for yoiu: sakes," he replied. 

''What?'' 

" Mary Elizabeth will tell you— -will tell you in spite 
of me — But — say, Davis, haven't we got enough 
of the man in us to stand together in befriending her, 
even though we should be against each other in other 
things?" 

"Hit strikes me that we have, stranger." 

"Then, no matter what else happens between us, 
can I depend on you to join me if at any time there 
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is anything we can do for her? And will you keep me 
informed as to how things are going with her?'' 

"You kin depend on me/' 

"Davis, if she should need any money — ^I '' 

"So could I, stranger, an' I'm closter to her than 
you air." 

There were several minutes of silence between them, 
and then the stranger said, in a voice that had in it 
a distinct note of sadness: 

"Davis, I shall be sorry to lose your friendship." 

And he turned his horse into the way that he had 
come, and rode at an imsafe speed straight back to 
the Davis cabin. 

Arrived at the steps again, he did not hello, but 
instead dismoimted at the porch, and, presenting 
himself at the door which the hawk-eyed old woman 
had slammed against him less than an hour before, 
knocked loudly for entrance. At a quavering " Come 
in" from within, he pushed the sagging door open 
and entered. 

It was the first time that he had been inside the 
cabin, and the strangeness of the place, and the seem- 
ing darkness of it — ^for he had come in out of the 
glare of the morning simlight — confused his sight for 
a moment. 

In the next, however, his vision cleared, and he 
saw before him, backed against the side of the 
large chimney-piece as if for support in face of his 
effrontery, the girl who held, to every spark of chiv- 
alry within him, the most dedicate, the most peculiar 
claim. 
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The light that struggled through the deep cabin 
window fell directly upon her. It seemed to Mar- 
shall that she was more ethereal, more spiritually 
beautiful than ever before; and he in all whose 
universe was never a niche for haloed saints, sud- 
denly felt that he would like to concentrate the rays 
behind her piure and perfect face. 

That girl! And that story! The man's blood 
went booming and poimding through the brain of 
him. It was a question whether he could command 
the proper even calm of voice in speaJdng to her. 

She was looking straight at him now. — ^No, she had 
not heard the story! 

"I have come to tell you," he found himself saying 
very gently, "that I release you from all obligation 
to silence concerning anything that you have learned 
about me or from me. It is not too late for you 
to save the cause of yoiu: people; but to do it, you 
will have to win them all to yom: side. You will 
have to show them that yoiu: whole heart is with 
them — ^because — ^because — they are suspicious, you 
know. Williams and Bud Davis, here, and Sykes 
could help you most, if you would go at them right 
— ^if you would make friends with them." 

"Oh, don't r' 

The exclamation seemed to have slipped out im- 
awares. The girl who said it and the man who 
heard it looked at each other. The triumphant joy 
that he had expected to see spring to her eyes was 
swallowed up in something that he did not imder- 
stand. 
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Just then the sound of an openmg door at the 
back drew the girl's glance away, but Marshall did 
not look around. He guessed shrewdly that some 
one had opened the door to listen, so he pretended 
not to hear the interruption. When he spoke, he 
purposely raised his voice so that it could be dis- 
tinctly heard, and he chose his words with his mind 
on the imseen listener. 

"I am sorry that our pleasant little association is 
at an end. Miss Dale, but since you choose to be a 
friend to these people here instead of a friend to me, 
of course — ^as you wrote me yourself — there is nothing 
more to be said between us.* ' He bowed courteously, 
but distantly, and withdrew from the room. 

He was descending the steps, Mary Elizabeth could 
hear him as he went; he was moimting Selim now, for 
the creaking of the saddle announced the fact; and 
now he was riding away! 

Mary Elizabeth laid hold of the mantel-shelf, for 
the floor beneath her was threatening to give way. 
Aunt Millie came in from the back porch and looked 
at her hard and long, but the girl scarcely gave her 
a thought. Almost in a daze she slipped out of the 
room, and sought refuge among the friendly pillows 
of her own Uttle bed where none could come and 
stare curiously at her, where she could puzzle out 
what had happened to her. 

She was thinking of John Marshall and of what 
he had said to her; but, strange to say, it was 
no thought of the coveted privilege he had at last 
granted that most engaged her. It was what he 
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had said in parting that filled all her conscious 
thought. "Our pleasant little association," he had 
called those idyllic days in which — the world forget- 
ting — they had spent hours and hours together with 
nothing more to be desired, at least by one of them. 

That there was "nothing more to be said between 
them," was one thing for her to say; but for him to 
accept it as a finaUty, for him to be willing to say it 
for himself! — she told the rest to the pillow in which 
she buried her face. 

But after a time it came to pass that Mary Eliza- 
beth had to give accoimt of herself. That was when, 
the storm abated, she sat up on the side of the bed, 
and, with her burning cheeks in her hands, demanded 
an explanation from herself. 

Why had the simlight faded just because John 
Marshall had accepted what she had been trying to 
force on him ever since her eyes had been opened? 
Why should she, who had never compromised with 
dishonor, give one instant^s further thought to him? 

Why had he come to her with what he had 
brought? And was it possible — ^just Heaven, was it 
possible — ^that she did not wish to disclose his vil- 
lainy? — that she was sorry he had given her permis- 
sion to speak? 

Her head sank lower in her hands, but the crimson 
of her burning cheeks crept out beyond her screening 
fingers and tinged even her white forehead with the 
color of shame. A shower of brown curls, released 
by a falling comb, dropped about her bowed face 
as if to hide from the eyes of honest day the face 
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of a girl who was all but ready to betray her own 
people — ^who, down in the deepest depths of the false 
heart of her, yearned to turn traitor to the cause 
to which she had been consecrated by a memory 
that would not die. 
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CHAPTER XVIII 

When Babe Davis returned from the new-ground 
that day at noon, and Bud came back, black-browed 
and ugly of mood, from an enforced working of the 
county road, Mary Elizabeth had defeated the tempt- 
er, self, and was ready to go all the way to the duty 
she saw before her. 

But there was no thrill of triumph in the victory, 
no proinise of joy in the way that she took. It had 
been forced upon her to sacrifice either the interests 
of her people or the interests of the man she loved. 
But he was wrong — the man she loved was wrong. 
And so it was that when the Davises, mother and 
sons and elfish grandchild, were gathered together for 
the noonday meal, a very white, a very wretched- 
looking girl came in to them with the announcement 
that she had bad news for them. 

Mary Elizabeth did not sit down, but stood with 
her back to the chimney, facing the group. The 
others were seated around. Aimt Millie, who was 
waiting for the hoe-cakes to brown before serving 
dinner, stared at the girl with sinister speculation in 
her mean old eyes, while Bud glowered that so much 
attention shoxdd be accorded her, and "Burster" 
sucked her thumb in round-eyed wonder. 

But in the erstwhile stupidly passive face of Babe, 
varying emotions were battling against each other. 

223 
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Now red, now ashen, and gulping hard at an exdte- 
meint that would not be swallowed, he looked from 
the girl to the others, and back to the girl again. 

"I want to tell you all something that I've foimd 
out," began Mary Elizabeth, and the red went out 
of Babe's watching face. " This man, John Marshall, 
has a scheme on foot to get possession of all the land 
in this valley and then dam up the creek at the gap 
and cover your farms with a big lake. He's the one 
who has been doing all this buying for years, and he 
now has the titles to nearly aU the lands here." 

Babe Davis's face became the pictxure of open- 
mouthed, stupid bewilderment, and the steel of the 
old woman's glance struck fire, but distinct relief was 
brought to both when Bud spoke to the situation. 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth," he said, "ain't you got sense 
enough to know that the law ain't a-goin' to let him 
destroy my property, an' that I ain't, neither? He 
might could buy up ever' foot o' land but this here, 
an' still not be able to put a scheme like that th'ough. 
Why, he'd have to own all the land for that, an' he 
ain't likely to git this tell I'm dead an' rotten." 

"Yes," the girl urged, the first tension of her mood 
giving way before a rising flame of indignant loyalty 
toward her own. "Yes, but he has found out that 
nearly all of you have never got good titles to yoxu: 
lands." 

Bud Davis sat up with the growl of a wild beast. 

"An' how in the hell do you an' him make that?'* 

"Why, why," said the girl, startled by his violence, 
"these were all government lands at first, and people 
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have to get out patent papers to government lands 
before they can hold them." 

Every eye was upon her now. The listeners 
leaned forward as if by a common impulse. Not a 
soimd was to be heard except the voice of the girl. 
"These papers were never got out by oiu: ancestors. 
They merely took possession of the lands here — so 
this man says that we have no right to them, that 
they are still government property. And he is going 
to buy them or has already bought them from the 
United States government." 

Then Mary Elizabeth imf olded at length the hate- 
ful story, dwelling on the facts that she thought 
would be difficult for their understanding. 

The hoe-cakes were burning on the hearth, but the 
old woman's eyes were riveted on the narrator's face. 
During the whole recital the two men kept their eyes 
on her, breathless, immoving; but when she ceased 
speaking. Bud got up from his chair and kicked it 
from him. Babe rose, too, brought to his feet by the 
look with which his brother was now regarding the 
girl. 

"How come you know all this?" the black-browed, 
elder man demanded. 

Babe promptly crossed over and took his stand 
between the infuriated questioner and the girl. 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth, you don't .have to answer that 
ef you don't want to," he said to her, and then he 
turned and looked straight into the face of his brother. 

The old mother gave a little cry of fear, but Mary 
Elizabeth was already saying steadily: 
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"But I want to answer it, Babe," and then to the 
other: "I found out the main facts from a letter of 
Mr. Marshall's and he told me the rest." 

"How long have you knowed hit?" Bud asked, 
with his eyes narrowing to a black line of hate. 

"Oh, for several weeks," the girl answered, with 
some consternation, "but I was in honor bound not 
to tell." She waited a moment for him to question 
further, and then asked: "Is there anything else you 
want to know?" 

"No, that^s a plenty y^ the questioner answered. 

Babe started, and shot a swift, apprehensive 
glance into the eyes of the girl. But she evidently 
had not caught the covert meaning in the reply, so 
he turned to his brother again, this time to give him 
a long, level look— a look so piercing and so significant 
that the other man's black gaze gradually sank before 
it. And then Babe did the imheard-of thing in his 
history, of giving an order in that house. Turning 
upon the old woman who sat shivering before what 
she saw, he said, peremptorily: 

"Git up an' put that dinner on the table!" The 
order proved an escape-valve for the tenseness of 
the situation. In a few minutes more their rela- 
tions had seemingly returned to the normal. Aunt 
Millie had set about rescuing the hoe-cakes from the 
burning, after having slapped Sister by way of re- 
lieving her feelings, and Mary Elizabeth was taking 
up the turnip greens from a pot that stood on the 
open hearth. Bud had gone out on the back porch 
to wash his hands. 
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Babe was left looking into the fire — ^looking and 
looking and looking for something that he did not 
find. 

When they were gathered together again around 
the table, Mary Elizabeth related fully the details 
of what she had learned, including an account of 
Marshall's seizure of the haunted hoxise. Then she 
outlined to them her plan for saving the situation, 
which was that they make common cause against 
Marshall and fight him to the end of the law. And 
she told them how her guardian, imder what she 
thought were similar circumstances, had saved the 
land in a contest for the squatter settlers. 

She was making the effort of her life to placate the 
saturnine elder brother, for she felt the force of John 
Marshall's advice on the subject, though she had no 
way of guessing from what it sprang. But her every 
advance, her every reference to her community of 
interest with them, was repulsed by Bud Davis with 
some manifestation of implacable hatred; and when 
she assured him that she was going to throw her 
whole heart into helping defeat Marshall's scheme, 
he growled out something about their being able to 
settle the matter without her meddling, and got up 
noisily from the table. 

Mary Elizabeth, hurt and bewildered, left the 
room to shiver in the pale sxmshine on the front steps, 
and Babe made as though he would follow her, but 
before he was well on his feet Bud was saying to their 
mother: 

"She's tinned ag'in him 'cause he's throwed her 
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oflE. You see she's been in with him. He told her all 
about hit, hisself , an' she kep' hit all tell he give her 
the go-by, an' then she turned in to ruin him. 
Purty tale 'bout that place o' Silas's. She handed 
hit over to him, that's what!" 

Babe stopped long enough to say, quietly — ^too 
quietly for the girl on the front steps to hear: 

"She am't to be told that, understand?" When 
he tinned his blue-white face from them and went 
out, closing the door behind him, the mother and the 
son inside looked at each other. 

Outside, Babe was taking a seat on the step be- 
side the bewildered girl, and was saying in a shaking 
voice: 

"You made a mistake, Ma'y 'Lizbeth, you made a 
mistake!" 

"Oh, how. Babe?" 

"You oughter told me or Uncle Beck, or somebody 
like that, fust." 

"But you siurely want this man stopped, don't 
you?" 

"By God, yes!" he exclaimed with a flash. "But 
Uncle Beck an' me an' some o' the yuthers coxild 
a-got the thing in hand before — ^before — ^well, no 
matter now." And he rose to go to his work in 
the new-ground. Mary Elizabeth accompanied him 
part of the way that she might talk with him more 
fuUy. 

Almost the first sentence that passed his lips when 
tjiey were far enough away from the cabin to make 
conversation safe, was to question why it was that 
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she had not been free to tell them of Marshall's 
scheme sooner. 

Then Mary Elizabeth told him the part of the 
story that she had kept back from the others, of how. 
she had come to read the letter, of how Marshall had 
kept her silent through her sense of honor, and of 
how, to-day, barely two hoxirs ago, he had come to 
her and given her permission to tell — to tell not only 
what she had read in the letter, but all that he had 
confided to her as well. And she told him also how 
John Marshall had urged her to make friends with 
Bud and with Trav Williams and Mr. Sykes. 

They were some distance from the cabin, out be- 
yond a sheltering thicket, when the girl reached this 
part of the story. Suddenly she faced 'him and put 
one hand on the lapel of his coat to stop him. 

"Babe," she exclaimed, "what I can't even make 
a guess at is why Mr. Marshall came to me with that 
permission." 

All at once the groping, mystified look that made 
its home in the great ox-like eyes of the man, gave 
way to one of astoimded speculation. 

"By gum!" was all that escaped him. 

"What, Babe, what?" 

"Oh,nothin',nothinM" 

"But it is something, Babe, what is it?" 

"Nothin', nothin'," he put her off with. "Hit's 
jes all so tur'ble mixed. " 

Hereupon, Babe peremptorily sent her back to the 
house with orders not to "pester" his mother and 
Bud, but to go to her own room and stay there. Them 
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he took his way straight out the new-groiind road, 
but looked back, now and again, to note her progress 
homeward. 

When the girl was well out of sight, however, the 
man turned sharply to the left and went swinging 
through the long, dry grass and low imderbrush of an 
adjacent field toward an objective that was most cer- 
tainly not the new-ground he was clearing. Half an 
hoiu: later he presented himself at the door of the 
haimted house and knocked for admittance. 

The door was opened promptly by John Marshall. 
Something himg in his right hand at his side. The 
rustic saw it. He showed two empty hands to Mar- 
shall, and the latter tinned and tossed the shining 
something over on the bed. 

"Come in," he said, stepping aside — ^and then — 
"Sit down." 

The other obeyed mechanically, and Marshall 
took a chair on the opposite side of the table which 
had been drawn up near the fire. That the girl had 
told her story was written all too grimly on Babe 
Davis's face. 

The two men sat in a strange silence for some 
minutes, then Marshall said, with evident effort: 
"Davis, I have never intended to do you a hard- 
ship. It has always been my plan to give you 
something " 

" Stranger," and a quiet, steady tap of a long, bony 
finger on the table between had something ominous 
in its nervous repression, "stranger, the man ain't 
livin' what coxild ^ive me a dollar, or take a foot of 
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land away from me. An' that's all I've got to say 
about that part of hit now. We'll settle that between 
us later, an' settle hit for good an' all. I — ^I — come 
for sump'n else." 

"What?" Marshall was regarding him intently. 

The other man turned squarely facing him, he laid 
a tense hold on each side of the pine table, he all but 
rose from his chair as he asked with repressed ex- 
citement: 

^^Did you let Ma'y 'Lizbeth tell on you so she 
might could make peace with om: folks — ^make the 
folks b'lieve in her — so they woidd stop that damn 
talk?" 

"Yes." 

"Did you tell me to run you down to the people 
an' paint you black so they would think the more of 
her— did you do that a-purpose — ^for her?" 

"Yes." 

"An' did you know what hit all was boimd to lead 
to for youV^ 

They looked into each other's eyes and then both 
glanced at the weapon Marshall had thrown on the 
bed. 

"I am not a fool," said the man questioned. 

Babe Davis drew a long, deep breath. " Stranger," 
he said, in slow incisive tones, "stranger, hit do 
look like hit takes more'n money an' book leamin' 
to take the man out'n a man!" 

"We are all of us sad mixtures at best," was the 
stranger's reply. There was another silence, and then 
Marshall asked: 
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"How did the others take it? Did your brother 
hear her when she told it?" 

Babe Davis hesitated a moment, and then re* 
peated what Bud had said to their mother as he him- 
self had left the room. 

Marshall's face blanched under the bronze of its 
weather stains at the fiendish and imexpected misin- 
terpretation of the girl's act. "Good Lord, Davis, 
what are we going to do with her?" he burst out. 

"I'll take keer o' Ma'y 'Lizbeth," the other an- 
swered; "you've got to git out o' this." 

"What do you mean?" 

"You got to leave here, an' that quick. I — ^I — 
can't let you git in trouble after what you done for 
Ma'y 'Lizbeth." 

"I'm not going when she is in danger of persecu- 
tion." 

The native looked up with a start at the quiet 
finality of the voice. "But s'pose sump'n should 
happen to you," he protested. 

"See here, Davis, I'm not exactly hankering after 
getting shot, but I haven't got the slightest notion of 
letting any two or three men I ever saw make me 
turn tail and run when it's my business to stand my 
ground. It's my business now to take care of that 
child." 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth is ourn^ stranger; you ain't re- 
sponsible " 

"She's mine to protect," the other interrupted 
grimly, "and by the white soul of her, I'm going to 
do it!" He had risen and was now looking down on 
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Babe with his arms folded and his strong jaw set. 
"And don^t you be uneasy about me, Davis. I am 
quite as capable of making things happen as even 
Trav WiUiams, when the devil in me gets stirred 
up." 

The other rose too. He put on his old wool hat 
and pulled it down carefully all aroimd his head and 
face. He buttoned up his threadbare coat and 
moved toward the door, but there he stopped, hesi- 
tating. 

"Stranger," he said slowly, "hit ain't no ques- 
tion of 'two or three' others. Thar ain't a man in 
this valley what wouldn't let dayUght th'ough you 
for takin' a chaw o' terbacco 'way f 'm him when he 
didn't want you to have it." 

"But if I had paid for the tobacco, Davis, I'd be 
apt to take it whether he wanted me to or not." 

The hillite gave him one of his black, uglj looks, 
but by the time he had the door open, his mood was 
tempered again. 

"Mister," he said, "hit's proned into me that 
you'd better let me tell Ma'y 'Lizbeth the whole 
truth — tell her what you done for her. Mebbe hit 
would make her less servigrous to'ards you, an' that 
would mebbe make things more easier on you." 

John Marshall turned and looked in the fire. IDs 
big chest swelled with a sudden spasm. A fierce 
hope had sprung to his eyes. 

When he turned again to his tempter, however, 
the Ught of something imexplained had transfigured 
his burning glance. 
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"No, Davis, no," he said finally. "She^s a frail 
little thing, and she would not be able to stand it — 
at least, not without help. You see," and his eyes 
softened infinitely, "there is not a woman in all her 
world here to take her in her arms and comfort her. 
There^s nobody who cares for her except us two big- 
footed, blimdering men, and we wouldn^t answer to 
help a girl bear up imder a thing like that." 

Babe Davis stood for some moments with his ar- 
rested hand on the latch, then the door closed on him 
without another word between him and the stranger. 
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CHAPTER XIX 

When Babe Davis closed the door of the haunted 
house between himself and the inexpUcable stranger, 
mstinct, rather than reason, sent him, stumbling, 
flying, panting, toward the cross-roads store. He 
did not take time to go back home for his usual 
Saturday companion, the flea-bit mule, but he 
couldn't have told why. He avoided the highroads 
of coxmtry travel and took the way that the crow 
flies with much the same wild instinct. He did not 
plan, he did not reason, he did not deUberate. He 
was going straight to Beck Logan, but only his sub- 
conscious self and his God knew why. 

And he might himself have been a "ha'nt " that 
walked those hills when at length, white-faced with 
something more than fatigue, he broke out of the 
scrub-oak thicket near the back of the store, and 
stood stock-still for some minutes to get himself in 
hand. He was going to have to face the congregated 
men of the coimtryside, for this was Saturday after- 
noon; and he stopped to think now, for the first time. 

The bluff that he put up in looking as if nothing 
had happened failed miserably, however, for even he 
could see that something in the look of him created 
a sensation when at length he entered the store. 
But the sensation was a suppressed one, for there 

235 

■% 

Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



236 THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

was that in the look of Babe Davis that silenced gibe 
and challenge, and sent the others in little segregated 
groups, to wonder to each other in subdued tones. 

"Sump'n's happened over to the Davises'," Ri 
Slaton said in an aside to Trav Williams, and Trav 
answered, uneasily: 

"I wonder whar Bud's at." 

That something had happened "over to the Da- 
vises'" was the conclusion to which the others 
jumped, too. Indeed, it was what most of them had 
been expecting, for Bud's hatred toward the school- 
teacher, and Babe's silent worship of her, had become 
themes of current comment among them, while every 
man there had heard the gossip about the girl and 
the stranger. So when Babe deliberately drew Beck 
Logan apart from them to the seclusion of the 
boarded-off post-office comer and closed the dividing 
door, there was nothing short of consternation 
among them. 

It was out of the question, now, for any of them to 
leave; being neighbors to the Davises, they must 
stay and see this thing out. Even the two loxmgers 
from over the ridge — ^foreigners, so to speak — put 
down the saddle-bags which they were in the act 
of gathering up when the ghastly looking Babe came 
into the company, and decided to rest a spell before 
taking their departure. 

It was but a poor attempt they all made at gen- 
eral conversation during that seemingly interminable 
time in which the partition door of the post-office 
comer remained shut against their excited curiosity. 
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But all things come to those who wait long enough, 
and just as the foreigners, despairing, were about to 
give up resting and take their homeward way over 
the distant ridge of hills, the long-watched partition 
door opened. 

Uncle Beck issued first, and there was a pretemat- 
urally calm, reassuring look on his shrewd old face; 
but the coxmtenance of Babe Davis, who followed in 
his wake and stood silent beside him, gave the lie to 
his cheerful effrontery. 

"Boys," said Uncle Beck in a businesslike tone — 
and they closed aroxmd him in expectant quiet — 
"boys, thar's a Kttle trouble a-brewin', an' we've 
got to look into hit together. Now Babe, here, he^s 
oneasy; but I says to him, says I, 'Why, Babe, you 
talk like the men in this here neighborhood was on- 
reasonin' childem, when they've got a reputation all 
over the coxmtry for bein' fair-minded, thinkin', 
high-toned men. Why,' says I to Babe, * didn't them 
candidates that come th'ough here last summer from 
way down 'bout Mobile, say we was regyarded ever'- 
whar as bein' the most level-headed men in the 
State? Wa-al,' sa3rs I to Babe, 'do you s'pose for a 
minute that men like that won't act up to the repu- 
tation they've done made for theirselves? No,' says 
I, 'I'm goin' to put this matter righi into their hands; 
I'm a-goin' to tell 'em the whole truth, an' let 'em 
act together.'" 

The assembled company stood up noticeably taller, 
and there was a general modest clearing of throats; 
but Babe Davis's mouth had dropped open, and he 
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was regarding the storekeeper with an expression of 
utter astonishment, as the old man continued: 

"*An^ more'n that/ says I to Babe, ^ef they even 
choose to send me to town to a lawyer to find out 
exactly how this here muddle stands, I'll go without 
a protest; b'cause,' says I, *I know these men, an' I 
know they air a-goin' to expect me to act with 'em 
in what they decide, in their own good judgment, to 
do-'" 

Babe Davis drew his coat-sleeve across his eyes as 
if to clear his vision, and stared again at the store- 
keeper. 

"What's the trouble, Beck? Le's have it," came 
from one of the self-conscious, but impatient, listen- 
ers. There was an imeasy but quiet shifting in the 
crowd. They closed in a Uttle more. They bent 
forward slightly to hear Beck Logan's answer. 

"Why," repUed the old man in a tone of frank 
confidence, "Ma'y 'Lizbeth Dale has been playin' a 
sort o' detective game all these months, an' has got 
onto sump'n that seems to threaten our interests here. 
She suspected this here man, Marshall, of under- 
handedness from the very jxmip, an' she made up 
her mind to watch him. So she pretended to be 
powerful friendly-like an' sociable with him, jes to 
git to keep her eye on him — " The Usteners looked 
at each other with dawning wonder in their eyes. 
Babe Davis sat down as suddenly as if his legs had 
given way xmder him. 

"Yes," said the old man, nodding his head and 
smiling as if delighted at the idea, "that slip of a 
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gal! Would you a-thought she had it m her? But 
that^s the way with womenfolks — ^you never can 
calculate on what they air goin' to do next!" 

"What is that man Marshall up to?" one of them 
interrupted with, and the growl with which the ques- 
tioning demand was accompanied ran through the 
assemblage like a ground-swell. Men began to whis- 
per, each to each. Trav Williams, black-browed, 
threatening, and imcommunicative, sat apart. — ^The 
old man saw that he must keep his reins well in hand. 

"Wa-al," said he promptly, "that's what us men 
have got to look into. You see, we can't afford to 
take a woman's judgment 'bout things — ^women not 
bein' smart in their minds like men. I'm free to say 
that Ma'y 'Lizbeth Dale has got ra-al good wit for a 
gal, but she has got things mixed, somehow, an' 
we've got to take the clue that she has skeered up, 
ontangle the mess she's made of hit, an' see whar hit 
leads." 

"Yes, Beck, but what about Marshall?^* another 
demanded, and the question was instantly echoed in 
several directions. 

"Wa-al," said the old man calmly and almost 
cheerfully, for he knew the men he was handling, 
"wa-al, neighbors, John Marshall is mixed up with 
a sale of gover'ment lands, hereabouts, an' I don't 
like the looks of the story; though, of coxurse, onless 
you say I've got to go to town to find out the truth, 
I'll probably never know jes how hit is. Now Ae, 
Marshall hisself , I mean, told Ma'y 'Lizbeth a tale 
about his doin's here that anybody but a woman 
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would a-seen was a Ke on the face of hit — ^the very 
idea! As if a man would fix up a plan that depended 
on secrecy for its success an' then go an' tell hit to a 
woman, an' tell her to publish hit from the housetops, 
besides!" 

And then, without a glance toward Babe Davis, 
who had been reduced to a state of hopeless bewilder- 
ment, and with his voice every now and then break- 
ing with laughter at the absurdity of the story. Uncle 
Beck related to them what John Marshall had told 
to Mary Elizabeth about his great reservoir scheme. 

That laugh of the old storekeeper's saved John 
Marshall's neck that day. 

"Now, ain't hit like a woman to b'lieve a cock an' 
bull story like that!" he would cackle. "As ef toy- 
body out'n a Ixmatic asylimi would a-told a tale like 
that an' give her permission to tdl us/ By gad, 
boys" — the situation was a tense one and no man 
knew it better than the storekeeper, who saw every 
Ughtning glance that played about in that lowering 
company and knew just what he had to laugh down — 
"by gad, boys, I'm afeard I'd a-mistrusted Ma'y 
'Lizbeth, myself, ef John Marshall had a-told her 
that story an' ast her not to tdl. Much as I like the 
gal, an' y'all know how I've stood up to her — I'm 
mightily afeard I'd a-thought she had at one time 
been in cahoots with Marshall" — the old man was 
pla)dng his highest trump — "ef she'd a-said he told 
her not to give his scheme away to tcs. But John Mar- 
shall told Babe hisself — didn't he. Babe? — ^that he 
had done been up to Mis' Davis's an' give Ma'y 
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'Lizbeth permission to tell everybody what he told 
her hisself 'bout his plans!" 

Then Uncle Beck proceeded to narrate to them a 
new and xmique story of Mary Elizabeth's struggles 
to outwit the mysterious stranger. And in that tell- 
ing he put the girl before them in a peculiarly tender 
Ught. She belonged to them! In spite of her years 
of absence from them, in spite of the strange and 
estranging "raising" that had been hers, Mary Eliz- 
abeth had sided with her own when she might have 
had money — "big money" — and more fine things 
than that store would have held, if she had turned 
traitor to her own people — ^if she had married the 
wicked stranger as he had time and again begged 
her on his bended knees to do! And Mary Eliza- 
beth had suffered, too, for old Silas's place had been 
taken from her. 

But whenever the old man spoke of the stranger, 
his manner was strained. It was not that he justified 
in the sUghtest degree John Marshall's mysterious 
wrong-doing, for he did not. But he spoke absolutely 
without passion against this man about whom the 
most inflaming stories were being circulated. And 
only Babe Davis knew why, for Babe Davis had told 
him, confidentially, who had released this story of 
John Marshall's sin against them, for the telling, and 
why. 

"Beck Login, s'pose this here tale about the 
reservoy shoidd happen to be true ? " Trav WiUiams 
spoke for the first time, and there was instant dead 
^ence to hear the reply. 
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"Wa-al, s'pose hit should be true," cheerfully 
agreed the old man, "a smart man like you, Trav, 
don't need me to tell you that in such a case the only 
thing necessary to defeat Marshall's whole scheme 
would be to establish titles to one single piece of 
property in the valley," Some of the men had never 
heard of "titles" before, and the old man had to 
explain. 

"Now," continued he, "don't ast me to s'pose 
that thar ain't nair one of you what's got a right to 
his own land, 'cause my 'magination ain't equal to hit. 
No, neighbors, I kin see th'ough a mill-stone as well 
as the man that made the hole in it; but ef hit'U make 
Trav, here, any happier, I'll git busy an' s'pose that 
John Marshall is fool enou^ to take us all into his 
confidence in his schemes ag'inst us. But even 
s'posin' that, neighbors, I'm here to tell you that the 
quicker you do as was suggested an' send somebody to 
inquire into your titles, the better hit will be for yow." 

In the pandemonium of questions and invectives 
which followed, the old man kept his characteristic, 
slow smile in easy call, and answered everybody with 
disarming frankness. He had drawn himself up to a 
seat on the high counter now, and the relaxed and 
careless attitude that he assumed was in its very self 
soothing and reassuring to them. It was not the 
first time that he had controlled them by his laughing 
philosophy, and his past experience with them stood 
him in good stead now. 

"Yes," he would agree to one, "John Marshall's 
up to sump'n, an' we've got to find out what!" 
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"No," he would declare to another, "men like 
these ain't a-goin' to listen to none o' thai! Men 
that have made a reputation for theirselves all over 
the State by their clear-headedness ain't a-goin' to 
bus' loose an' do simip'n reckless an' silly before they 
make sure they air injured," 

"Wa-al," he would concede to another, "sence 
y' all insisty I'll be the one to go an' look into the 
matter." 

Now, in point of fact, no one as yet had insisted 
on the old man's undertaking an investigation for 
them. Indeed, no one had mentioned the idea but 
himself. But the old man knew the power of sug- 
gestion, through the wisdom of years, and he kept 
alluding to the idea which he hiniself had originally 
advanced as to a desire that was native with his 
hearers till it finally took root with them. 

By the time that the others had talked off their 
first repressed excitement and were ready to listen to 
the old storekeeper again, there was the general 
feeling throughout the company that somebody had 
insisted on Uncle Beck's going to town to investi- 
gate the head and front of John Marshall's offending, 
and that it was a very wise plan, especially in view 
of the fact that they didn't really know that Mar- 
shall had offended, and also in consideration of the 
State-wide reputation which was theirs to sustain. 
In a few minutes they were discussing Unde Beck's 
visit to "town" as a foregone and definite conclu- 
sion; and when he told them about the "abstract 
office " where one could find out all there was to know 
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about lands, it was finally decided among them that 
he must go at once. 

The old man^s stroke of state came, however, when 
he explained that he just naturally had to have the 
"smartest" and "likeUest" one of the bxmch to go 
with him to town and see the thing through, 

"An^ when I say ^smartest' an^ 'likeliest,'" said 
the shrewd old fellow, "y' all know mighty well who I 
mean." And his big hand descended on the shoulder 
of Trav Williams, who still sat apart, imcompro- 
mising. 

TraVs black brows deared in spite of himself, but 
he began, doggedly: 

"I ain^t got no time to go " 

"Yes, you have, Trav WiUiams," it was Uncle 
Beck again; " I've knowed you fifty-six year, an' I've 
never seen you yit when you didn't have time to do 
your patriotic duty. Yes, boys, Trav sa3rs he'll go, 
an' go gladly, an' that he'll git to the bottom of this 
trouble for you, ef he has to run my damned old legs 
off." 

Trav couldn't help joining in the laugh that fol- 
lowed, and in a few minutes it was decided that the 
two should leave that very afternoon to catch the 
first train. 

After arrangements had been agreed upon, and 
the general feeling established that immediate and 
decisive action was in progress. Uncle Beck got their 
concerted attention again: 

"Look a-here, boys," he said, "me an' Trav ain't 
a-goin' to go nosin' romid an' stirrin' up trouble 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 245 

for oxirselves, mebbe, onless we kin feel that hit's 
goin' to be a ra-al benefit to y' all. We ain't a-goin' 
lopin' off on a errant like this for nothin'. Y' all have 
got to promise us that you won't do nothin' reckless 
an' foolish-like tell we have sifted this thing to the 
bottom, or we won't budge a step — ^will we, Trav?" 

"No," said the man addressed, promptly, "ef we 
air to take the matter in hand, hit must be in our 
hands; an' we don't want to be made fools of by 
any interference." 

There were hasty assm^ances of perfect quiescence 
on the part of the others, for Trav had spoken with 
finality; but Uncle Beck didn't rest xmtil he had 
called each man by name and made him promise not 
to make any move in the premises xmtil the two en- 
voys shoidd return and point the way. 

All he asked of them now, he explained, was for 
them to keep the peace among themselves till he 
and Trav could test the probability of the stranger's 
threats, and could look into the matter of land titles. 
They had promised, he reminded them, and he had 
never known a hill-Billy to go back on a promise. 
With this much clinched, he pointed out to them 
that their agreement to remain hands off for a time 
comprehended, in the spirit of it, the keeping in check 
of the two who had not been there to join in the 
compact. Bud Davis and Shan Thaggin were miss- 
ing. With this admonition in regard to them, the 
old man dismissed the two absentees from considera- 
tion. He knew that Shan woidd never hurt anybody 
unless by stimibling over him in full flight, and he 
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shrewdly suspected Bud Davis's liver to be whiter 
than his brutal violence of manner would seem to 
indicate. At any rate, Bud would not be likely to 
move till Trav Williams was free to act with him. 

So it came about that Uncle Beck put the whole 
valley imder a peace bond, and deliberately removed 
Trav Williams, the most violent of the munber, 
bodily from the scene. 

But before Uncle Beck left, however, he found the 
opportunity to say quietly to Babe Davis: 

" I had to put hit that a-way. Babe. Ef I'd a-told 
'em all o' the truth, John Marshall's skin wouldn't 
a-been whole tell simdown. On your life, now, 
don't you give hit away to 'em that hit's ra-ally true 
'bout the fellow's damned rascality. Trav an' me 
will git a lawyer an' block his game — ^you needn't 
fear 'bout that; but, like you, I want him to git off 
with his life, an' he's a-goin' to do hit, ef I kin find 
the way." 

That very afternoon, after he had forced the ar- 
mistice, and while he was on his way to join Trav 
Williams for the long ride to the nearest railroad 
station, the old storekeeper met John Marshall, face 
to face, on a bridle-path. 

The stranger would have passed with a formal 
"good-evening," but the native blocked his way. 
The two men looked at each other. 

"Mr. Marshall," said the old man, quietly, "hit's 
proned into me that I ought to warn you to git 
away from here. Ma'y 'Lizbeth has done told the 
people 'bout your plans, an' — ^you can guess the rest 
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They Ve promised to keep the peace for a few days, 
but after that thar ain't no answerin' for 'em." 

The other man sat his horse in imcompromising 
silence for a moment or two, and then asked, with a 
distinct note of cynicism in his voice: 

"And to what am I indebted for yom* confidence 
and advice?" 

"To the fact that you acted square to Ma'y 
^Lizbeth," the old man rephed, simply. "Babe 
Davis told me all about hit, confidential." 

The stranger removed his hat: "I am very much 
obUged to you, Mr. Logan, for your kindness," he 
replied with quick sincerity. 

The soxmd of a horse's feet came to them from 
beyond a turn in the path, and, with only a quick 
look into each other's eyes, the two men simul- 
taneously gathered up rein and departed on their 
separate ways. 

The guardian spirit who watches over tempera- 
mentally combative men arranged to have the story 
against Marshall made pubUc on a Saturday so that 
Uncle Beck's version woidd be sown broadcast before 
another could be submitted, for the guardian spirit 
of temperamentally combative men is a good sports- 
man and likes to give the quarry a chance for his 
life. 

It was this spirit that sent Babe Davis straight 
from the interview with Marshall to the coimtry store, 
to be closeted with the old postmaster for a quarter 
of an hour in the little post-office cupboard cor- 
ner, where the version of the story to be sown was 
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hatched in the listener's scheming brain. And it was 
this spirit who decreed that Uncle Beck, the most 
beloved and revered man in the whole county, should 
be the one to make pubUc the story. Perhaps it 
was this spirit guardian, too, who decreed that Bud 
Davis should take on an extra load of moonshine 
whiskey right after dinner, and lie drunk and asleep 
across the foot of his bed while his brother forestalled 
him in the telling of that marvellous story. 

Late that same day, after Uncle Beck and Trav 
were well on their way to the station. Bud Davis 
put in an appearance at the store, to find, to his im- 
disguised rage, that he had been forestalled in re- 
porting the wonderful news. 

The extra load of "moonshine" that had put him 
heavily asleep and delayed his joining the xisual 
Satiurday afternoon conclave at the store had worked 
ahnost irremediable havoc with his plans. He ar- 
rived on the scene to find his prop and stay, Trav 
Williams, spirited away by Uncle Beck, and the rest 
of the fellows pledged to keep the peace for a space — 
and all of them feeling grateful toward Mary Eliza- 
beth. 

It so happened that Babe had departed for home 
shortly after Uncle Beck himself had taken his leave, 
so when Bud arrived at the store, he had a clear 
swing, as it were. It did not take him many minutes 
to urge the truth of the story about John Marshall's 
plans to seize their property, and to put his own 
version of Mary Elizabeth's part in the affair before 
the assembled valleyites in very glaring colors. 
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When he was met with Uncle Beck's argument 
that Marshall would never have given Mary Eliza- 
beth the right to tell that story if it had been true, 
Bud at once declared that Marshall mxist then have 
already succeeded in defrauding them, and have taken 
that way of breaking the news to them; and he had 
the satisfaction of seeing that he created a profound 
sensation. But, whereas if he could have made the 
initial statement to them he would probably have 
carried all before him, he could now fed that it was 
going to be ahnost impossible to remove the impres- 
sion that Unde Beck had made on some of them, and 
that even with those who were loud in their support 
of him there were signs of disturbing mental reserva- 
tions. So, on the whole. Bud left the store that 
evening feeling that the others had not given him 
the support that his cause merited. 

A night or two after that meeting, the stranger 
tenant of the haunted house paid another call at the 
Thaggin home under the cover of darkness, but this 
time grandma was not kept "heartened up" to see 
him. 

Grandma was sick— very sick — she would not be 
in the way much longer. • It was a question of only a 
few days now before Shan and Melissa Thaggin could 
convey the little homestead place to John Marshall 
for the dazzling price to which he had lately risen, 
without going through the formality of having 
grandma sign it with the sign of her cross. 

Since the tempestuous interview with the stranger 
in which grandma had inadvertently been allowed 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



2 so THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

to open her mouth once too often, the old woman 
had steadfly refused to allow the sale to be made; 
but her opposition had now ceased to disturb either 
her son or her daughter-in-law. They were content 
to wait. The flight of hours has little or no signifi- 
cance to the hillite, for his temperament has in it a 
touch of that sublime indifference to the passage of 
time that would seem to belong properly only to 
Deity. 

But the other party to the pending contract en- 
joyed no such static calm. Recent developments 
made every moment count with him. To secure the 
Thaggin farm had now come to mean the consumma- 
tion of the hopes and plans and ambitions of the best 
ten years of his manhood. Every other coveted foot 
of land was now in his grasp. But this one spot to 
which the resident held titles had to be regularly con- 
veyed. It was the key to the situation. Its pur- 
chase meant success; its loss, disaster. 

Only recently had Marshall come to realize how 
much of himself he had given to the scheme, what 
sacrifices he had made for it, what its success or its 
failure would mean to his future. Looking back 
now, he saw that from twenty-seven to thirty-seven 
it had filled his years. It was not that the scheme 
had taken much of his actual time, for it had not. 
During all those years he had apparently been in the 
very thick of life, taking his toll of ordinary pleasures 
from it, and adding his share to its ordinary achieve- 
ments; but that was but the shadow of himself which 
had played out that part on the dead level of the 
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commonplace, the real man had been apart with his 
ambitions. 

And what he had given to it was practically his 
all, for he had simk the best part of what he owned 
in the fiurtherance of the project, and had, besides, 
borrowed heavily for his model-dty scheme with 
this as his hope of ultimate solvency. Failiure here 
meant, practically, financial disaster. 

But it meant more than financial disaster. It 
meant — ^he believed it — ^his failure as a man. To 
begin with, his reputation himg in the balance. 
This project would stamp him either as a genius of 
finance, or the wildest of dreamers; it meant the 
world on his side, or the world against him. But it 
had a grimmer meaning still, for it involved in its 
consimMnation the demonstration of the man to 
himself. 

Years ago John Marshall had assiured the man 
within him that he possessed the ability to do big 
things, to conquer obstinate things; but the man 
within him had demanded proof. And through all 
these long years he had been struggling to demon- 
strate what, in the pride of his youth, he had thought 
ought to be accepted as a seK-evident proposition. 
And now, just as he was about to write Qtwd erat 
demonstrandumj the Latin for "I told you so," and 
close the book, came this unknown quantity, this 
girl, and menaced his life problem with reduction to 
absiurdity. 

Did he have it in him to succeed? He could dream 
great things— yes, but any man could dream! 
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Fred Dearing had once said to him that half of 
life's great successes depend on their achievers' will- 
ingness to disregard their cost to others. His words 
came back to Marshall now, frequently. Well, in 
this one case, at least, Fred's theory applied. As 
long as he had disregarded the cost to others, just so 
long had all gone well; it was when he refused to sac- 
rifice the girl to his project that his affairs had been 
thrown into chaos with almost certain ruin ahead, if 
not tragedy for himself. 

But, after all, now was his real opportunity! To 
snatch success from the jaws of defeat were to suc- 
ceed indeed! To precipitate chaos, to dare assassi- 
nation, and then to triumph — ^what a chance for a 
man to prove the mettle of the pasture in which he 
was bred I His blood tingled at the thought that all 
the odds were against him, and by his own doing, 
too; and that now, if ever, he would silence all in- 
ward doubts as to his ability to do big things, and he 
would prove to Fred Dearing that a man may force 
success without the sacrifice of anybody who is fit to 
survive. 

And so, while giving Mary Elizabeth the chance 
to prove to her people her loyalty to them against 
him, in the desperate hope of re-establishing her with 
them, he was doggedly pursuing his objective against 
fearful odds of his own deliberate making. 

So he went to the Thaggins' that night to arrange 
for the transfer of the property as soon as grandma 
should be effectually silenced. And all arrangements 
were satisfactorily completed. Explanations of their 
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last wfld meeting were made in which Shan protested 
his innocence of any intended harm to Mary Eliza- 
beth, and his willingness, in fact, his impatience, to 
fight for her at the very first opportimity that offered; 
and the stranger made graceful amends for his too 
hasty judgment of him, taking good care, however, 
to nail Shan to his vow of friendship to the girl. 

Marshall left the Thaggin house that night with- 
out having foimd out, or without even having sus- 
pected, that Melissa Thaggin was being kept by her 
husband in ignorance of his, Marshall's, proposed use 
of the property. Melissa had been detained close at 
home by her perfectly dutiful attendance on the sick 
woman, and recent heavy rains and consequent bad 
roads had discoiuraged visits from the neighbors. 
Only Shan came and went, and Shan held his peace. 
He had just about enough intelligence to guess what 
might happen if Melissa were to find out that in sell- 
ing their property they would be selling their neigh- 
bors out of house and home, as well; so he determined 
that she should be kept in ignorance till her name 
was duly signed to the mysterious "papers." 

The neighborhood was made up of many men of 
many meannesses, but in all that valley tliere was 
only one Shan Thaggin. 

On the day following Marshall's second visit to the 
Thaggins, Mary Elizabeth heard the first news of 
grandma's serious illness; and as soon as she got 
back from school that day, she borrowed Sulphurina, 
and rode at once to the store to ask Uncle Beck to 
"trust" her for a bottle of Dr. Beach's Consump- 
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tion Cure. But Uncle Beck was gone. The stable- 
boy clerk, however, was perfectly willing to charge 
the medicine against the teacher^s next pay-day, so 
Mary Elizabeth took her way to grandma^s through 
thfe gray darkness of a rainy winter evening in the • 
hope that she was carrying the sufferer that which 
would bring joy to her fading eyes. 

But grandma slept through the short time that 
she had to spend in her visit, so Mary Elizabeth and 
the yoimger Mrs. Thaggin, together with Sue, talked 
the time away in very earnest whispers. 

And Mary Elizabeth was glad that it was so, for 
she had something to say to the two which would 
not remain imsaid. Only yesterday, she had heard of 
the proposed sacrifice of the childish, innocent, con- 
fiding Sue to Trav Williams, and the woman's soul 
within her had cried out against the sacrilege. 

So in that interview she said to Melissa Thaggin 
what only one true woman can say to another on 
^such a subject; and she said it without hesitation, 
without fear. When she had finished speaking, there 
was very little else to be charged against the char- 
acter of Trav Williams; and mother and daughter 
had been made to view the girl's newly attained 
womanhood with eyes from which the scales had been 
stricken. Sue was crying on her mother's lap, and 
the mother was making her a solemn promise. 

Mary Elizabeth went from that interview without 
having once mentioned John Marshall or his scheme. 
True, her jnind had been full of him on her ar- 
rival, but she shrank from mentioning the recent 
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sensational story about him for the reason that she 
did not wish to seem to be bidding for praise on ac- 
count of the part she had played in it. Then, she 
had been taken out of herself by her earnest fear for 
poor little ignorant Sue; and Marshall was forgotten 
xmtil her attack on Trav Williams suddenly brought 
to mind his admonition to her to make a friend of the 
man. Then her fatal honesty got in her way again. 
Fearful lest she should let tHs ulterior motive come 
between her and this new thing that looked so much 
like Duty, she said a great deal more against Trav 
Williams than her actual knowledge of him justified. 

And Mary Elizabeth departed in the growing dark, 
and Melissa Thaggin was left beside the sick woman 
to think it all over and to be dumbly grateful that 
this girl had suddenly waked to virile strength and 
self-consciousness the something in her that had been 
struggling to assert itself against this outrage. Me- 
lissa knew now that she was imalterably against this 
marriage, and she knew why, for Mary Elizabeth 
had voiced for her, her dmnb soul-protest against it, 
and her awakened womanhood had cried a passion- 
ate "Amen.*' She would forbid the marriage, and 
she would stand out against it, even as she had 
promised her child. 

And now, in view of the fact that she was going to 
have to oppose herself to Trav Williams — the hated, 
the feared — ^Melissa found comfort in remembering 
that she and hers would soon move entirely out of the 
neighborhood, and be far beyond the reach of its 
petty hates. She was glad, too, of the proposed 
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manner of their going, as decided on by Shan and the 
stranger, though at first she had protested against it. 
They were to keep their trade absolutely on the 
quiet and move out of the valley imder the cover of 
darkness and secrecy — so it had been arranged by 
the two men. And speculating now on the wrath to 
come of Trav Williams, Melissa Thaggin thanked 
her kindly stars that she had been thus overruled in 
the manner of their leaving by her lord and master. 
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One bleak morning, when the rains had ceased 
through sheer exhaustion, the news was carried about 
by a young Thaggin on horseback that grandma was 
dead, and there would be a "settin'-up" that night 
at the Thaggin homestead. Every face in the val- 
ley waxed solemn at the annoimcement, and every 
tongue grew glib with expressions of sympathy; but 
all the same, a thrill of something that was not sor- 
row ran through the neighborhopd. From end to 
end it passed, and it came to a head in the cabin of 
Dilsey Sellers and the blind Lil, 

Of all the social fimctions of a backwoods settle- 
ment a "setting-up" is the most enjoyable. It has 
the quilting bee and the picnic beat so far that there 
is really no comparing them, and it can give even 
the camp-meeting cards and spades and come out 
ahead. Everybody goes to a settin'-up, menfolks 
and all, and nobody has to provide any of the victuals 
except the bereaved, who always lays in a bountiful 
supply. The settin'-up has no religious responsibili- 
ties like the camp-meetin', and it is an all-night per- 
formance — theli, there's the corpse. 

Yes, the neighborhood was thrilled; and as for Dil- 
sey — ^why, Dilsey drew a long, injiured sigh of relief 
at the prospect of receiving justice at the hands of her 
neighbors at last. It had all been very well for 
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Uncle Beck Logan to pat her on the back and ad- 
monish her not to let a coflBin come between her and 
her neighbors as long as she could help it, but Dilsey 
had felt it — ^this having to keep the thing month in 
and month out, a-bankin' up lint under the bed and 
a-devilin' Lil, — and her blind, at that! 

Grandma was dead. Those living nearest hiuried 
to the scene to "wash" and lay out the corpse, and 
remained to help Melissa get ready for the supreme 
fimction. All the neighbors, near and far, or at 
least a representative from each household, f oimd a 
means of coming over some time during the day to 
express sympathy with the Thaggins in their deep 
bereavement. 

Mary Elizabeth heard the news, and promptly 
closed school out of respect. 

John Marshall at the haunted house heard it, 
somehow, and without a moment's delay rode hard 
to the nearest railroad station and wired somebody 
to "come at once." 

Everybody heard it and got ready for the night 
watch. 

Scarcely had the winter twilight gathered her robes 
about her and stolen into the west, before the guests 
began to gather at the Thaggin home, to be received 
at the threshold by certain other guests who had 
been there all day helping, and who took charge of 
the new-comers with a tingle of self-importance at 
being "on the inside." 

Everything was ready. The feather beds were 
puffed up with pride at being decked out in two of 
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grandma's best quilts, and the red and white of the 
hospitably inclined pillow-shanis had been rendered 
redder and whiter by another laundering that very 
day. The whole room had been redded-up for the 
occasion. 

Grandma lay in state in the centre of the room on 
a bier improvised from the borrowed door of the hen- 
house. Melissa's one pair of bleached sheets — ^it was 
the only time grandma had ever been allowed to 
sleep between them — draped the bier above and be- 
low the wasted alabaster figure. The top sheet was 
turned back midway, that the arriving guests might 
sate their morbid curiosity on the face of the dead. 
A saucer of salt had been placed on the stomach of 
the corpse to keep it from swelling. Thanks to Me- 
lissa, grandma was decked out in her best bib and 
tucker. Shan had growled at the extravagance of 
burying such good clothes, but for once Shan had 
been overruled. Melissa had made up her mind to 
give grandma a good send-off, and she had carried 
her every point. There was the matter of the coins 
on the eyes, for instance. Shan had actually been 
mean enough to suggest that nickels would do the 
work, but Melissa had put quarters there, and that in 
the full knowledge that it would be unspeakably un- 
lucky to spend them after they had been dedicated 
to such a use ! But the most thrilling thing of all was 
when Melissa took Shan's white silk handkerchief — 
the one he had bought to stick out of his pocket when 
they were married, and the very one he had "had 
on" when their tintypes were taken together — and 
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sacrificed it, too. Bringing its neat catacomered 
folds under the old woman's sagging jaw, Melissa 
had knotted the long ends over her thin gray hair, 
effectually shutting up grandma for the last time — 
and she tied it good and tight! 

But Shan had one consolation — ^he made up for 
this prodigal waste of Melissa's by his trade for Dil- 
sey Sellers's coflBin. To begin with, Dilsey had bought 
the thing on the bargain coimter and had herself 
got a sensational reduction on the first price of it; 
in the second place, Shan beat Dilsey down shame- 
fully from the cost to herself on the plea that the 
coflBin was second-hand. But "shamefully" is per- 
haps too strong a term to use in the light of what 
really transpired. The truth is, Dilsey tried to 
make Shan pay the first cost of the coflBin to herself, 
plus the' discoimt that the imdertaker had made to 
her, on the theory that this wasn't bargain day. 
And she further contended that she ought to have 
some return for housing it so long, and for all the 
trouble she had had in keeping the peace between it 
andLil. 

The two had wrangled a good three-quarters of an 
hour over the trade — Shan finding every conceivable 
flaw in the casket from lack of diurability to uncom- 
fortable knots in the padding, and beating Dilsey 
down, down, down, till she struck what she thought 
was bottom rock in the original seventeen dollars 
and ninety-eight cents. When this point was 
reached, Shan offered to dose the trade for twelve 
dollars, cash. Dilsey held out for her price as long 
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as she dared, and then named fourteen as the lowest 
depths to which any woman with self-respect could 
afford to fall. At this point Shan flimg out of the 
house with the last word, that when she got ready to 
take twelve dollars for her old clothes-box, she could 
come and tell him. But he went triumphing, never- 
theless. He knew perfectly well that he would be 
saving money to meet Dilsey's price of fourteen dol- 
lars, and he intended fully to do this, if her self- 
respect should refuse to slmnp further. In the mean- 
time, he had twelve hours before he would be forced 
to come to terms with her. 

After his sparring match with Dilsey, Shan had 
taken a circuitous and sheltered ride through the 
woods, and had brought up at the haunted house 
with his limbs shaking and his teeth chattering, for 
the black dark had crept out of its hiding-places and 
enveloped the face of the hills. 

The stranger had met him at the door and the two 
had gone into the haunted house together, and shut 
out the rest of the world from them for one long, 
mysterious hoiu:. 

When Shan got home from his secret interview 
with the stranger, he foimd that Dilsey and Lil Sel- 
lers had beaten him to his abiding-place. Dilsey had 
come to say that on accoimt of her step-mother's 
being second cousin to Melissa, and on accoimt of the 
coffin's being originally bought for her — the step- 
mother — she would let Shan have it for twelve 
dollars, though she still thought it no part of a Chris- 
tian to beat her down like that. In point of fact, 
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however, Dilsey had come because she couldn^t stay 
away from the settin'-up. And Lil had come because 
she shnply would not submit to being shut up alone 
at night with what still liurked under the bed. 

Dilsey and Shan met in the entry and had it out, 
after which two kind neighbors were despatched with 
the wagon to fetch the coflBin. 

The settin'-up was in full swing. Nearly every 
family in the valley had furnished at least one rep- 
resentative, and there were present, also, a few more 
distant neighbors who had come from over the 
ridge. 

Everybody had duly said how "natural" grandma 
looked — ^but in God's mercy she didn't — ^and they 
had told each other, over and over, that there never 
would be such another quilt-piecer while the world 
stood. Grandma's notorious stubbornness had be- 
come "firmness," her vindictiveness of tongue, "out- 
spoke honesty," and her lifelong cupidity, a "thrifty 
savin'ness of natiure that ought to be a lesson to 
ever'body." 

When Shan arrived and passed .through the big 
room, the voices of the watchers grew low and rever- 
ent, but he paid no heed to his sympathizing friends 
except to growl out some sort of greeting from under 
the flapping eaves of his old wool hat. He did not 
so much as glance at what lay in state in the centre 
of the apartment, but skulked around it and disap- 
peared into the shed-room immediately in the rear. 
Here he could hardly pass for the trundle-beds that 
had been added to the other rude furniture of the 
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room, brought here to make space in the death- 
chamber. 

A kerosene lamp on a tin rack at the side of the 
room threw a dim, xmcertain light over the faces of 
the children who filled the beds to overflowing, and 
who had dropped asleep clasped in each other's arms 
for mortal terror of the thing that lay between the 
comp'ny sheets in the big room. Without a glance 
at the children, Shan went out into the entry and 
into the other front room in search of Melissa. Here 
he f oxmd her with several other women loading a be- 
decked table with "nourishment" for the watchers. 
And he stopped Melissa right in the middle of stack- 
ing up custards against the slicing of them, and drew 
her into the shed-room kitchen for a long, whispered 
interview. 

In the big room, the talk had grown absorbing 
again. The oldest inhabitant related how grandma 
done her two twins — them that died — about the 
floxir-sack shirts she had made *em with the red and 
blue letters all down the front of 'em — of how, when 
the twins fought over the one that had the red let- 
ters on it, grandma jes nachuUy took both shirts to 
the spring an' washed all the letterin' out. She was 
a smart woman in her mind, and a firm-handed one, 
grandma was. 

There were other inhabitants, not so old, who re- 
membered like it was yesterday what a powerful 
hand grandma used to be at meedn' before she was 
took down. Why, she shouted more fervent-like 
even than Millie Davis herself, though it wouldn't do 
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to say it to Millie! Then some iconoclast recalled 
how Beck Logan^ ridin' by meedn* one day with 
Darius Slaton, had remarked, "Ri, oF Sister Thag- 
gin's done treed the Lrord agin, don't you hear her 
yelpin'?" Everybody was properly horrified at the 
iconoclast, and some one declared that Beck Logan 
was a kind-hearted critter but the devil had a 
mortgage on him, sxire! 

By eight o'clock, however, the xmwonted stir about 
the house had quieted, and the settin'-up had begun 
to take on the real settin'-up feeling. The three men 
who were left, for two had gone for the coflSn, had 
been persuaded by the sisteren to lie down and rest 
to make ready for their labors the next day. The 
Thaggins were all tucked away in the shed-room and 
in the smaller front room where the victuals were 
spread, leaving the two beds in the death-chamber 
to accommodate the watchers during alternate naps. 
On the two beds now lay the menf oiks, snoring great 
heavy, reassuring snores, and leaving the coast de- 
lightf idly clear for a quiet, gossipy dip by the sisteren. 
They were gathered about the fire — close together for 
more reasons than the inclement weather afforded; 
and they shivered every now and then for the same 
several reasons. Grandma's dark-brown snuff-bottle 
was passed ever and anon among them. Aunt MiUie 
Davis had come over very late and was now the cen- 
tre of the group. Bud, who had escorted her, was 
among the sleepers. 

Bud's version of the rumor about John Marshall 
and Bud's idea of Mary Elizabeth's part in the drama 
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had just been given by old Sister Davis, and her 
listeners were agape; there had been much of Unde 
Beck's influence in the story as they had first heard 
it, but this was more to their taste. 

"An* you say she jes handed him that thar place o' 
Silas's? — ^Land sakes! Viney, what was that?" It 
was Dilsey that questioned, and the assembled com- 
pany demanded in one staccato stage whisper: 

''Whatr' 

"Smnp'n mo-oaned," whimpered the blind Lil, 
and she pressed closer to her sister's side. 

"Pshaw, hit's jes the wind!" exclaimed Axmt Mil- 
lie, impatient at the interruption of the main theme. 
" Y' all done got so you air skeered o' the very men- 
tion o' that old place!" 

"1 ain't afeard nor a-skeered," retorted Dilsey, 
hotly, "I'm jes pestered, for I've done come to the 
p'int whar I almost b'lieve hit's onlucky to talk 
about hit. — ^Axmt Millie, I — ^I — ^wisht you'd a-let 
that sheet stay turned down. Somehow I'd ruther — 
see " 

"Thar ain't nothin' under that sheet but what I 
kivcred up with hit, Dilsey." 

"Wa-al, that's enough." And they all glanced 
again at the something that lay covered before them 
— ^which, though covered, supported the draping 
sheet here and there at Uttle points of contact, giving 
ghastly suggestions out of which the imagination 
could easily construct the grewsome whole. 

But the old woman reverted impatiently to Mary 
Elizabeth again: 
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"An* she's done got a notion that she can't eat 
none o' my victuals," she complained, treasuring 
against the girl that sin as xmpardonable. "She's 
jes nachuUy nearly stopped eatin' altogether, an' 
Babe's takin' on 'bout hit tell I'm pliun 'shamed o' 
him." 

^^Whai^s thatl^^ the assembled company ex- 
claimed again, and with good reason. A long, low 
wail had risen from somewhere and trembled along 
the night. And for the space of that wailing, the 
watchers by the dead were as fixed as gravestones; 
but a familiar yap at the end of the long, low, horrible 
soxmd brought life into them again. 

"Ah-h-h — ^that's Pxmchus Pilate a-howKn' xmder 
the house," explained some one. "That's the mean- 
est CUT dog in the valley, an' nobody but Shan Thag- 
gin would have him skulkin' 'round." 

"Hit's a mighty bad sign when they howl 'round 
dead folks like that," ventured another. "But 
speakin' o' Ma'y 'Lizbeth — ^Lord, why don't that 
dog hush? — did anybody git out o' Melissa what hit 
was that grandma said 'bout the gal when she was 
a-dyin'.>" 

"No, an' they never will. But hit wa'n't nothin' 
to Ma'y 'Lizbeth's credit, you kin be mighty siure, 
or Melissa'd a-told hit with her very next breath — 
she's that crazy 'bout her. Melissa an' Sue were the 
only ones with grandma at the last, an' only them 
two knows. Sue started to let hit out this momin' 
when I was a-dressin' grandma, but Melissa made 
her shet her mouth, double quick." It was one of 
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the nearest neighbors, the one who had reached the 
scene of interest first, who answered. 

"Dyin' people knows," pronoxinced Aunt MiUie 
with slow, impressive emphasis. The others looked 
at her and at each other with solemn, slow nods of 
agreement. Mary Elizabeth's fate was sealed, and 
sealed by that slight something that lay covered be- 
fore them. 

Old Mrs. Davis suddenly leaned forward in a most 
confidential attitude: 

"I wouldn't have y'all to let hit git back to Babe 
for the world before hit comes off, but Bud an' Trav 
Williams have done agreed to turn Ma'y 'Lizbeth 
outen the school the first o' the month. Thar's jes 
three trustees in all. Beck Login bein' the third, but 
his vote don't count ef the other two air ag'in him." 

There were exclamations of surprise and approval, 
but not one note of dissenting, unless, indeed, Pontius 
Pilate's voice, now borne on the night again, were 
raised in protest. 

"But they've done signed up with her for nine 
months, ain't they, Axmt MiUie?" Viney asked with 
hesitation. 

"The law says they kin turn 'em out for caiisCj*^ 
the old woman answered firmly. 

The weird, ominous howl of the dog rose again. 
Several looked toward the bed as if they would have 
to wake the sleepers if this thing kept up. But one 
of the niunber was just explaining that you can't 
keep a dog from howling when there's death in the 
air any more than you can keep a cat from scratching 
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a corpse, when other sounds from the outer darkness 
began to mingle with the plaint of Pontius Pilate. 
At first they were weirdly indistinct soimds and might 
portend anything. At length, however, they began 
to gather definite meaning to tiiemselves. And then 
the soimd of horses* hoofs and of wheels became plain 
enough to the most nervous — ^and at last, voices. 
The coflSn! It had arrived! The soxmd of shuffling 
feet on the porch outside told that something heavy 
was being handled. And now the door was opening, 
and a long, black something was being lifted in, feet 
foremost ! If the thing had arrived of its own volition 
it could not have scared them worse! 

In a few minutes, however, a fairly normal state 
of pubUc mind had been established. Two tired, 
half-frozen men were stamping their benumbed heels 
on the wide stone hearth, and shaking the sleet from 
their heavy jeans clothes; while the womenfolk, 
cheered and reassured by their welcome presence, 
gave back to allow them the benefit of the fire, and 
plied them with a volley of questions. 

The coflSn had been deposited on chairs beside the 
corpse, and the women had got f amiKar with it, and 
were now examining it minutely through their spec- 
tacles to judge for themselves the equity of the trade 
between Dilsey and Shan. Various were the con- 
clusions arrived at, but as Shan was absent and Dil- 
sey right there they all partook of a common bias. 

The exception to the rule was, as usual, Aunt Millie 
Davis. Dilsey had just detailed to them again the 
ins and outs of the bargain, and explained how, on 
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account of the cofl5n's being a sort of tie between 
herself and Melissa, she could afford to stretch her 
self-respect to the extent of two dollars more, when 
Aunt Millie remarked, incisively: 

"Wa-al, you know, Dilsey, when all's said, the 
coflSn is second-handed; an' Melissa told me that she 
told you with her own mouth not to consider her 
feelin's." 

Pontius Pilate put in again at this jimcture. He 
seemed to be forcing his feelings on their considera- 
tion. A shiver ran through the crowd, but Dilsey 
could not allow even this imcanny interlude to divert 
her from the last word. 

" Wa-al, Melissa's awful high an* mighty about her 
feelin's lately," she snapped. " She didn't uster give 
herself no such airs before she got that orgin. I 
could a-had a orgin, too, I kin tell her, ef I'd a-been 
willin' to git Uncle Beck to take the wroppers off'n 
ever' bar o' soap he sold an' save hit for me, lessen 
the buyer kicked about hit!" 

"La, Dilsey, ain't you got th'ough with them soap 
wroppers an' that orgin yet!" asked another, wearily. 

There was something of a suppressed flurry among 
them when it came to getting grandma into Dilsey's 
step-mother's coflSn, and it looked for a little while 
as if she were still not ready to relinquish her long- 
standing opposition to it. But a little coaxing and 
a little crowding accomplished the work to the satis- 
faction at least of all who were on the outside, and a 
general sigh of relief after tension was sent up. 

After that somebody suggested that they wake 
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up the others and go in and get a "bite o* sump'n 
t'eat" just to keep up their strength. The sugges- 
tion was acted on with alacrity, and the "bite" mul- 
tiplied itself manyfold under the temptation of 
Melissa's boimtiful supply of soda biscuits and fried 
chicken and coffee. 

Then they returned to the death-chamber again 
and to the insistent wailing of Pontius Pilate, for he 
had entrenched himself, so to speak, right imder IT! 
But this was becoming intolerable, and one of the 
women exclaimed, impatiently: 

"Lem, for goodness sakes, go out an' do simip'n 
to that air dog!" 

"What?" 

''Anythingr 

The time came, however, when not even Pontius 
Pilate's imearthly wail, not the thing that they 
were watching, could avail to keep open the heavy 
eyes of the setters-up. 

One after another they fell at their posts, and mid- 
night f oxmd them soimd asleep in their chairs, dead 
to the terrors that walked the night. 

The next thing any of them knew, the morning 
simlight was streaming in the unshaded window, and 
there were soimds of life in the other rooms. Then 
all had much ado pretending that they had not 
slept, but had just "rested" and kept quiet for the 
sake of the Thaggins. And they told each other 
what light sleepers they were, anyway, and how they 
had coimted the long hours of that awful night. And 
then the breakfast bell rang. 
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Melissa Thaggin never told them that she had 
passed all about among them, nearly two hoxirs 
before, dressed, and about her day's work. Melissa 
was a considerate woman, and besides, she had 
"watched," herself. 

After breakfast Mary Elizabeth came over — she 
had begged a ride on a passing wagon that was com- 
ing that way — and asked if she couldn't do something 
to relieve those who had been watching through the 
night. Melissa met her in the entry when she came 
in, and received her cordially; but when she ushered 
her into the big room, a distinct chill fell upon the 
group. If Mary Elizabeth noticed the coldness of 
their greeting, however, she accepted it as one ex- 
pression of that quiet which is ever the tribute of 
the living to the dead, and gave it no further 
thought. 

Melissa, anxious to fail naught in hospitality, in- 
sisted on having her see how "natural" grandma 
looked, and xmcovered before her the face of the 
dead woman. But Mary Elizabeth suddenly put up 
her hand to screen away the sight, and her face was 
the color of marble as she turned qxiickly away and 
walked to the fire. The "watchers," watching now 
for sure, immediately read something sinister into 
the occurrence. "She couldn't face grandma," they 
told each other in whispers, and they recalled to each 
other that white look of Silas's, and wrote down 
Mary Elizabeth's exquisite, flawless skin on the 
tablets of their memories against her. Uncle Beck 
could have illmninated the latter subject if he had 
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been there to tell the story of how Mary Elizabeth 
had flayed herself alive to get rid of her freckles; 
and the girl herself could have taken whatever 
there was of the suspidons out of the situation if 
she had told them that the heart within her was 
aching becaxise she had let grandma go for days 
without her cough medicine before she could make 
up her mind to ask credit at the cross-roads store. 

And then the unexpected happened. All iman- 
noimced and imheralded, Uncle Beck and Trav Will- 
iams came driving up the wood road that skirted the 
back of the main lot just behind the cow-pen, and 
pulled up at the back steps, almost before anybody 
saw them. The excitement was intense. First of 
all, and outweighing all else, was the feeling that the 
two men had brought back with them the news of 
the fate of all that valley; and second — ^but sub- 
conscious, and so, deeply instinctive — ^was the im- 
accoimtable pride in what they had to spring on 
the returning heroes. It was as if this ever-old, 
ever-new wonder of Death, this mysteriously dating 
thing, this thrillingly solemn and important thing, 
in some way reflected credit on themselves. And, 
indeed, they showed Uncle Beck and Trav what 
they had in Dilsey^s step-mother's coflSn before a 
single question was asked. 

The two men stood for a moment imcovered before 
what they saw, murmuring the things that have 
been said xmder similar circumstances perhaps ever 
since the very institution of death. 

Then Uncle Beck raised his head, and, with a light 
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in his fine old eyes, said impressively: "Neighbors, 
hit's all right. John Marshall can't make a lake 
here big enough to wash his feet in." 

Mary Elizabeth was beside the coflSn so quickly 
and so silently that the company gave a distinct 
start. Her grasp was nervously laid on one of the 
handles, she was leaning over the dead toward the 
storekeeper. 

"How, Uncle Beck, how?'' she breathed. 

"Why," and, in answering Mary Elizabeth, he 
addressed the whole breathlessly silent, listening 
crowd — "why, Shan Thaggin has got titles to this 
place that air as good as gold, an' tell Shan is willin' 
to sell his neighbors' an' his friends' chances for the 
price of one small farm, John Marshall won't be able 
to flood a foot o' the valley. You see, he'd have to 
own the whole space flooded, b'cause the law wouldn't 
allow him to ruin any other man's property." 

"How 'bout him gittin' titles to the other lands?" 
asked one of the more intelligent. "Seems to me 
we ain't out o' the woods yit." 

A shade passed over the old man's face. "Why,'* 
he replied, "we don't know 'bout that yit, but ex- 
pect to hear shortly. But we don't b'lieve a word of 
hit. You see Trav an' me would a-had to go clean 
to Montgom'ry to find out 'bout them lands what 
they say air public lands. An' when we lit on the 
facts about this here place o' Shan's, Trav's judg- 
ment was that that settled the whole matter. You 
see he reasoned hit thiswise: the only thing that man 
Marshall could possibly want with any of the lands 
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was for his reservoy scheme. Ef that was blocked, 
he'd mighty soon pull up stakes an' go back whar he 
come from. That's the way Trav put hit down, an' 
he was satisfied as far as his own interests went. 
But y'all know how thoughtful Trav is of his neigh- 
bors. Wa-al, when I put hit to him how we'd bet- 
ter send or go to Montgom'ry an' find out about 
them other lands, he agreed at onct, an' put his 
hand in his own pocket for the advance fees. We 
got our lawyer to promise to go jes as soon as he 
could possibly git the time. I was for our goin' on 
to Montgom'ry, oiurselves, but Trav he couldn't see 
hit that a-way. He 'lowed he could influence Shan, 
ef influence was needed in a case like this, an' the 
lawyer could do the rest." 

When Uncle Beck finished speaking, his listeners 
were as silent as the figure in their midst, but every 
eye was turned on Shan Thaggin, whose face had 
suddenly grown drawn and pasty. One long, ago- 
nizing ^ence, and then Trav WiHiams's harsh and 
grating voice demanded: 

"How 'bout hit, Shan?" 

" I — ^I " — the creature almost writhed as he 
brought it out — "I — ^I — do-d-done already sold — ^I 
d-d-didn't know " 

Mary Elizabeth started back with a smothered 
cry, and Trav Williams bored his right fist into the 
palm of the other hand while his eyes narrowed to a 
hideous line. Except for a horrified, incredulous in- 
take of breath, every other soul in the room stood 
transfixed. All, that is, except the wife of the man 
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who held his neighbors in the hollow of his hand. 
Melissa Thaggin looked her lord and master over, 
from the crown of his cymling-shaped head to the 
knees that were shaking imder him, again, and yet 
again; and with each look the woman grew visibly 
taller and straighter. K anybody there had ever 
doubted which was the better man of the two, he 
never doubted again after seeing Melissa absolutely 
blight the father of her children with the fire of her 
splendid scorn. Having looked what she thought of 
Shan, Melissa turned to the storekeeper. 

"Uncle Beck," she asked, in clear and measxured 
tones, "a sale ain't a sale tell the wife's name is 
signed to hit, is hit?" 

All the fire of a quickly revivified hope was in 
Uncle Beck's simple "No, Melissa." 

"Then this place ain't sold, an' hit ainH Orgoitt^ to 
he sold r 

In the excitement that was precipitated, Shan 
Thaggin escaped to the shed-room at the rear and 
barred himself in against the scom and reproach of 
his neighbors, and Mary Elizabeth slipped out to the 
deserted hearth in the other front room, to have it 
out with the heart in her breast, which was trying to 
smother her. 

She had destroyed John Marshall's wonderful 
scheme! She had quenched forever that splendid 
fire that had been wont to blaze up within him at the 
very mention of it. She had killed a vital part 
of him — ^his ambitions. And when the thought of 
it all was too cruel to be borne longer, a lesser, but 
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more pitiable regret welled up again, bringing the 
tears that had been dried at their fountain-head by 
that burning other sorrow: She had let grandma go 
without her medicine! 

Then Uncle Beck came in search of her, and foimd 
her standing before the fire, blinking vainly to keep 
back the tears. The old man watched her in silence 
for a few minutes to be sure of her mood. After a 
little he crossed over to her and put his arm about 
her waist: 

"What's the matter, honey?" he asked tenderly. 

The blue eyes overflowed. "Uncle Beck, I — ^I — 
let her go without her cough medicine a long time, 
just because I hated to ask you to credit me — ^I — ^I 
didn't have any money left" — she was crying on his 
shoulder now, "and — and I brought it at last, too 
late!" 

"Thar now, honey, don't cry. Hit was all right. 
I fixed hit myself, for I sont the old sin — the old 
Christian — a, bottle the very day hit give out an' 
you told her you was busted. Shan was down to the 
sto' that very evenin', a-quar'lin' 'bout you deceivin' 
grandma, an' I took in the siterwation an' sont him 
packin' back with my compliments an' the medicine. 
I 'lowed that conscience o' youm would jump on 
you some day, an' I was layin' for hit." 

"Oh, Uncle Beck, you are the best " 

"Go slow, honey, go slow. Shan Thaggin paid 
for that physic!" 

"Why, how?" 

"I put twict the price of hit onto the price of a 
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swingletree he bought that same day. I doubled hit 
b'cause I knowed he was a-goin' to kick, an' I'd have 
to leave myself a margin to fall. Shan r'ared, o' 
coxurse, an' swore he hadn't heerd o' no rise in 
swingletrees, but I jes laid hit all on Wall Street 
an' knocked off from the price half of what I had 
put onto hit — on account 0' hits bein^ Shan^ an' me 
bein' so fond 0' him J' 

Mary Elizabeth was smiling through her tears. 
"And how in the world did you come to lay it on 
Wall Street, Uncle Beck?" 

"Why, thar come a long-haired candidate a-speak- 
in' th'ough here last simmier, an' he laid ever'thing, 
from eternal damnation to the boll weevil, on sump'n 
he called ^Wall Street,' an' he got Shan an' some o' 
the others tur'ble excited 'bout hit. So, you see, I 
jes keeps Wall Street up my sleeve tell I need hit." 
The old man smiled cmmingly at his own finesse. 
"You see, honey," he explained, "hit's my business 
to beat 'em a-tradin'." 

The two sat down by the fire for a talk, and Mary 
Elizabeth gradually showed the old man ever3rthing 
that was in her heart — everything, except the picture 
of a strong man's face, hurt to the quick, and the 
pain it brought her. 

But it was not xmtil other subjects were exhausted 
between them that Mary Elizabeth foimd heart to 
ask the question that had been trying to force itself 
to her lips ever since he entered. 

"Uncle Beck, oughtn't you to have gone to Mont- 
gomery at once, and not waited on that lawyer?'* 
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The old man took down his spectacles from where 
they rested on his thin gray hair and adjusted them 
to his eyes. He leaned toward her now with his 
shrewd coimtenance keenly awake. 

" Ma'y 'Lizbeth," he said, " I was up a tree. Trav 
wouldn't go, b'cause he said he had to come back 
an' git his hands on that greased eel, Shan Thaggin, 
as qxiick as possible; an' I didn't dare to let Trav 
git back here to Bud Davis 'thout me bein' here to 
keep him toned down, so I couldn't go by myself." 

*^ Uncle Beckj^^ and the name escaped her like a 
suppressed cry, "is there — ^is there danger to — him?^^ 

The old man started to say something while yet 
his face was clouded, and then deliberately stopped, 
smiled cheerily, and exclaimed: 

"Lord he'p that skeered face of you, ain't / here, 
child?" 

But Uncle Beck's cheeriness failed to reassure the 
girl after she had passed from imder the beneficence 
of his comforting smile. 

John Marshall was in danger — ^in danger now of 
worse than defeat! She knew it, for Uncle Beck had 
as good as said it. And that was what Babe had 
meant when he told her that she had made a mistake 
in telling that story to Bud. Then Bud's evil face 
came up before her, and following in its wake a troop 
of evils that had not yet taken shape, and the girl, 
through her sensitive fear, was face to face with the 
overshadowing, menacing truth. 

John Marshall was in danger and through her, 
through what she had told! In spite of all their talk 
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of lawyers, of justice through the courts, in spite of 
Melissa's splendid self-sacrifice that had seemed to 
be the final, determining stroke in the contest that 
was being waged, danger was in the air. Unde 
Beck had been afraid to trust Trav Williams and 
Bud together away from his own influence; and Babe 
had lately come to be immersed in deep and troubled 
thought. 

There was something impending, something immi- 
nent, and she, Mary Elizabeth, had conjured that 
something into being! 

When the darkness came down about her that 
night it somehow entered into the soul of her, and 
there was no light anywhere, not even the remem- 
bered light of those grave and searching eyes. And 
in vain seemed all her summoning. The guardian 
spirit of the better self of her had withdrawn, she 
knew not where. Why had he wrapped himself 
away? 

Could it be that she had blundered? As between 
this man who sought to usurp and this race that had 
usurped, as between the restless, burning, consuming 
ambitions of the one and the vital traditions of the 
other, where was the right? Could a system that 
sacrificed even one — ^any one — ^to the good of the 
many remain the outpost of man's search for justice? 

If only the Hearer of Prayer cared! 
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CHAPTER XXI 

The loose dirt had hardly been shovelled in on 
grandma before rumor threw discretion to the four 
winds and went rioting up and down the valley: 

The stranger had been defeated — ^ignominiously 
defeated, and Melissa Thaggin had told him with her 
own mouth what she thought of him; Shan Thag- 
gin was — ^but la! what could you expect of Shan 
Thaggin? The stranger was going to leave right 
away and take refuge in England or Memphis or 
some other remote and obscure hiding-place; he was 
plumb whipped out and scared to death, and he was 
glad to get out of it all with a whole skin; important 
news coming very, very soon from The Lawyer — 
rumor spoke of him as if there were only one of the 
species; and enough more of the same tenor to defer 
for a time the crisis that threatened. Just how far 
the old storekeeper was responsible for these wild 
statements only one man in that valley knew. 

But Uncle Beck had no easy time of it to hold his 
neighbors in the path of peace, even after they were 
satisfied of John Marshall's defeat. The thirst to 
^'be even" with the man who had tried to defraud 
them was scarcely to be controlled, and a lesser man 
than the old storekeeper could not have done it. 

He was playing for time. That the stranger would 
fulfil the prophecies he had promulgated about him, 
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he did not doubt. He would leave, of course, now 
that Mary Elizabeth had been put straight with her 
people — and the old man fondly hoped that she had, 
for there was not in all that valley a man who had 
the temerity to tell him how Aunt Millie Davis, to- 
gether with the implacable Bud, was persistently 
discrediting his estimate of the girl to the people. 

He was playing for time for John Marshall to 
gather himself together and go in peace. 

But the stranger at the haunted house made no 
sign. The general public expected something vivid 
and startling from him when Melissa Thaggin 
blocked his ambitious project, but the general public 
was disappointed. It seemed that he was to con- 
tinue to keep them in suspense. Instead of disap- 
pearing as if the earth had swallowed him up, as was 
confidently expected, he continued to share the lodg- 
ing of Whitefaced Silas, and to come and go on his 
big bay horse as was his wont. About the only 
change that took place in him was, perhaps, due more 
to a change in the imagination of the lookers-on than 
in the man himself. The change in his on-lookers 
but served to render him more m)rstcrious, more in 
ghoulish harmony with the place in which he had 
ensconced himself, and more responsible with it for 
past misfortunes and for evils yet to come. 

They hated him to a man, and they grew more and 
more restive in face of the increasing mystery that 
was wrapping him about. 

Unde Beck had assured them that Marshall would 
leave as soon as he could get himself and his aflEairs 
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ready, because, his scheme being defeated, he could 
have now no reason for staying. But it seemed to 
be taking the stranger an imconsdonable time to 
get himself and his affairs ready, and there were 
those who began to regret their promise of peace 
to Beck Logan. 

To Mary Elizabeth, the suspense occasioned by 
John Mar^iall's delay in leaving was all but unbear- 
able. She, too, had expected him to go as soon as 
he was assured of defeat, and his failure to do so 
imleashed her wildest fears for him. She knew that 
he despised the people there and chafed under his 
narrow life among them. Then why didn't he go? 
What could be keeping the man days and days 
after Melissa Thaggin had herself pronounced to him 
her ultimatum? Mary Elizabeth appealed to Babe 
about it, and Babe promised her to wam Marshall. 
She went to Unde Beck with her fears, and asked 
him if she wouldn't better see Marshall, herself, and 
beg him to leave; but Unde Beck lost his temper at 
her and told her to keep away from the man. She 
talked to Trav Williams, and to Bud and Aunt Mil- 
lie, and to Ri Slaton and anybody else who would 
listen about the good qualities she had found in Mar- 
shall, reminding them how dose she had been to him 
and how well she knew him. She pleaded for peace 
up and down the valley, with what success only 
the low, insinuating glances exchanged behind her 
back could rightly index. 

The loose dirt had not had time to pack down 
hard over grandma, nor the country roads to dry, 
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before Mary Elizabeth's interference between Trav 
Williams and his coveted rosy-cheeked prey began 
to bear fruit. 

Brought to bay, Mehssa Thaggin flatly refused to 
marry her young daughter to the man; and, harried 
by her opposers, all imintentionally let out the cause 
of her change of heart. Mary Elizabeth had advised 
her not to let this marriage be consummated because 
Trav Williams was "old, hard, violent, mean," etc., 
etc. Melissa confessed this to her enraged husband, 
and the enraged husband commimicated it at once to 
Trav Williams. 

But though Melissa was the immediate bar to the 
fruition of his plans, Trav's wrath descended in full 
violence on the head of Mary Elizabeth. Melissa 
had always been in Trav's good graces, and lately 
she had been set upon a pinnacle in his esteem. It 
was Melissa who had defeated the hated stranger in 
his project to bring their valley to ruin, for Melissa 
had not only refused to sign her name to the trans- 
fer of her property for a price that was staggering 
— they had all heard the details by now — ^but had 
remained steadfast in her refusal. 

With his hand forced by Melissa, Shan made the 
best attempt of which he was capable to make his 
acqxiiescence in his wife's determination not to sell 
seem hearty a;nd spontaneous. He had pretended 
ignorance of the fact that his wife's signature was 
necessary to make the transfer valid, and explained 
that he had thought a verbal agreement, made be- 
tween the stranger and himself just before grand- 
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ma's death, constituted a bona fide trade. And the 
neighbors had outwardly accepted his explanation 
for Melissa's sake. 

But all the same, not Trav Williams nor any other 
soul in that valley believed but that Melissa had to 
fight their battle over every time she and her husband 
were alone together. That Shan Thaggin would be- 
tray the last interest of the last one of them for a 
price, not a mother's son of them doubted, so they 
looked to Melissa as the savior of their earthly inter- 
ests. The big indefiniteness of the distant Lawyer's 
performances was too much for most of them, and 
public interest circled round and round the proposed 
sale of the Thaggin farm till that came to be, prac- 
tically, the only question involved. 

And so it happened that when Melissa took a stand 
against Trav Williams in his suit for her daughter, 
Trav was already so deeply prejudiced in her favor 
that he simply refused to allow himself to feel hard 
toward her, and heaped the blame of her opposition 
on the head of a scape-goat he was only too glad to 
load with it. 

Mary Elizabeth had put a "spell" on Melissa, he 
told himself, and she had poisoned Sue's mind against 
him. Logically, Mary Elizabeth would have to be 
driven out of the neighborhood before his, Trav's, 
affairs could assimie the normal again. So, Beck 
Logan to the contrary notwithstanding, Mary Eliz- 
abeth would have to go. Trav told Bud Davis of 
the determination at which he had arrived, and Bud 
agreed heartily. Then they reminded each other that 
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they two together formed two-thirds of the school 
board of trustees, and that they could, without the 
consent of any other, expel the teacher from her po- 
sition "for cause." They told each other that they 
had the cause. And they planned together to call 
a meeting of the school board of trustees at some 
time when the storekeeper would be xmable to at- 
tend, and demand the resignation of the teacher by 
the first of the next month. Then Trav told Bud 
that it would be his, Bud's, place to see that the girl 
be not allowed to remain under the protection of her 
present shelter after their ultimatum should be pro- 
noimced. She must be "rooted out," he told Bud, 
and there were to be no white livers shown in the 
whole affair. Then the man speaking and the man 
Kstening each suddenly bethought him of a certain 
gaunt, stupid, but dangerously quiet man who might 
have something to say in the matter, but neither 
called his name. 

The two men thought themselves quite alone when 
they discussed the matter, for they had sought the 
badk steps of Uncle Beck's store on which to hold 
conclave; but there was a certain pile of empty boxes 
near by, and behind it a certain boy who had an in- 
herited habit of slinking, so there were three, and, 
in the long run, more than three, who knew of the 
compact. 

But there was a stage in the conversation in which 
the heads of the two men were brought close together 
and the boy behind the boxes could not, for the life of 
him, make out what was being said. The name of 
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Marshall came to him once, distinctly, and his ex- 
cited apprehension helped him to hear it many times 
again; but what they were saying about the stranger 
that would demand such fierce gesticulating, his 
feeble and overtaxed imagination failed to supply. 
' With the instinct of an animal to obey the hand 
that feeds it, Tony Thaggin went straight to the 
stranger with what he could remember of that whis- 
pered dialogue; and what he could remember in- 
cluded all that had been planned about driving the 
little teacher out of school and out of home. He re- 
membered all that because he loved her and feared 
for her. 

In the meantime, Shan Thaggin was using every 
possible means to counteract Mary Elizabeth's 
influence on his daughter, and, inch by inch, Sue's 
courage gave way before his burning abuse and 
threatened physical cruelty, till one day, in a fit of 
hysteria, she screamed out her acquiescence, and the 
mother was left standing alone in her opposition to 
the sacrifice of her child. 

And this rout of Sue's open opposition proved seri- 
ous indeed for the mother. As long as Sue would 
say that she would not marry the man, there was 
really no way in which she could be forced by her 
father to do it; but Sue had turned coward, and, 
with chattering teeth, had promised everything that 
her father dictated, while in secret she had dung 
to her mother's skirts, declaring that she would 
drown herself in the creek below the falls if Melissa 
did not save her. 
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Melissa felt the force of Trav Williams, too, Trav 
had been monarch of all he surveyed for so long that 
it had become a mental habit witii her to concede to 
him; and now that his terrible will power, backed 
by his terrible prestige, was deliberately directed 
against her, she found her position ahnost imten- 
able. 

Of course, everybody in the valley knew of the 
WiUiams-Thaggin compUcation, and discussed it 
freely. Backwoods folk hold nothing private except 
the schemes of one against the other. 

Uncle Beck at the store heard it, over and over 
again; but the only time in which he was known to 
open his mouth on the subject was to send a message 
to Mary Elizabeth by Babe to the effect that if she 
didn't stop attending to other people's business for 
them he was going to "whup" her. 

But Unde Beck's threat availed naught in the face 
of her growing alarm for the man whose safety she 
had jeopardized; and, for the time being, every other 
heartache and every other apprehension seemed 
swallowed up in the one great fear— she might fail 
to save him from their hate! Could she hope to 
make these primitive creatures understand that in 
defeating John Marshall's great project — ^yes, some- 
how, sometime, it had become "great" to her — they 
were more than even with him — cruelly more than 
even? 

So she talked to Bud and to Trav and to all the 
rest about him — ^for him — ^because she had conjured 
up this danger that was menacing him. 
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Why didn't he go? Was he going? He must, 
and at once. Babe had promised to tell him his 
danger, but could she depend on the effectiveness of 
a warning from poor old Babe? 

During these days of apprehension, she directed 
her steps to and from school always along the path 
that led over the hill by the haunted house and 
down through the dark-green twilight of the pine 
forest; she lingered on the way, she haunted the 
wood places he and she had been wont to frequent 
together, but no glimpse of the man was vouchsafed 
to her. 

She began to struggle to recall his every familiar 
look and to wonder what change had been wrought 
in each by this terrible catastrophe. 

How was he surviving his mortification — ^his de- 
spair? How was he bearing what she, Mary Eliza- 
beth, had brought down upon him — this man who 
was never so intensely awake as when he was 
dreaming his big dream? How was he faring, now 
that his dream was shattered? And where, oh God! 
where was the peace that this trimnph was to have 
brought? 

It was in search of the answer to her vain question- 
ing that Mary Elizabeth took her way one Saturday 
morning, one cruelly bright Satimiay morning, to 
the man whose dream she had broken. She did not 
allow herself to think of Uncle Beck and his orders. 
She only knew that she must see John Marshall 
again. Even his bitter reproaches — or perhaps, his 
cold, imspeaking scorn — ^were better than this intol- 
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erable not knowing. She must see him once more, 
and then she must make him go. 

The warm simshine poured down on her head as if 
in blessing, but she did not feel its beneficent touch, 
nor respond to its bright reflection from the yellow 
dust under her feet. A mocking-bird was singing 
its heart out in the awakening forest, but she did 
not hear. 

She was going to the haunted house to tell John 
Marshall — she was going to tell him — ^what? She 
had a feeling — ^ half-remembrance — ^that she ought 
not to go the man's place of habitation, but that 
seemed to her now the only sure way of seeing him, 
and see him she must. 

But she did not get to the haunted house, for the 
reason that she met John Marshall face to face at 
the bend of the road just before she reached the 
summit. 

He was coming down the road at a swinging 
gait, and stopped short to keep from running over 
her, looming big and strong and aggressive before 
her, with the look of virile health written all over 
him. 

No, he did not look crushed. He looked only a 
good deal surprised, and vividly, warmly awake to 
whatever it was that she had to say to him as she 
deliberately stopped him on his way. There was no 
"cold, imspeaking scom" in the alert, intense — ^and 
was it alarmed? — gaze with which he regarded her; 
and the lips from which she had feared the bitterest 
reproaches, parted in a kind 
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" Good-moming." 

"I was coming to see you," said the girl, irncon- 
sdous that she had paled at his sudden appearance. 

" You were I Why, what's happened? " 

Was he scared? She would scarcely have thought 
it of him. But his face had become instantly grave, 
his eyes apprehensive. He was watching every 
change in her face with an intensity that was 
disturbing. And then — 

"Has anybody troubled you?" he surprised her 
with. 

"Why, no, there^s nothing to trouble me, particu- 
larly; I wasn't thinking of myself." 

"Oh," and his face changed again. This time he 
looked unaccountably relieved, and his relief, like 
his previous alarm, seemed out of all proportion to 
the circumstances which had called it forth. Mary 
Elizabeth was bewildered. 

"Can't we go down to the spring?" she at length 
asked, glancing down a sheltered by-path that 
seemed to promise seclusion. "We can get a seat 
on the rocks there. I have something to say to 
you." 

Marshall's glance followed her own, but he said 
promptly: "It's better here in the simshine. Shel- 
tered nooks are not very wholesome in the winter. 
Hold on, and I'll get some pine straw and we can sit 
right here by the roadside where it's warm and 
simny." 

As it iised to be in the first da)rs of their friendship, 
he made his way hers; and Mary Elizabeth* with her 
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heart now in her throat, watched him in silence as he 
worked. In a short time she was enthroned on a soft 
brown cushion where she could lean back comfortably 
against a giant tree-tnmk and run her restless little 
hands constantly over the carpet of brown needles 
that was spread around. 

Marshall disposed himself on a flat lime rock at her 
feet. He could not take his eyes off her. 

If there is any one instinct in women that is abso- 
lutely imf ailing, it is the instinct to appear as attrac- 
tive as possible to the men they are trying to break 
of loving them! Mary Elizabeth had assured herself 
that she would not marry this man for anything in 
the world— that she wanted him to forget her. But, 
she had deliberately donned for this interview the 
very dress that he liked best. It was a slim, 
inexpensive affair, but it exactly matched the color 
of her eyes; and when she slipped down on the dark 
pine straw and rested her head against the yet richer 
brown of the great trunk, she looked as if she had 
been painted into the landscape by an artist who 
loved his theme. 

"You wanted to tell me — ?" suggested the man, 
and his breath came deep and quick. 

"I wanted to tell you," said the girl, finding it 
hard to begin, "I wanted to tell you first that I am 
sorry " 

A dismaying change swept over his face, and 
she hastened to explain — "No, no, not that! I'm 
sorry that I had to do it, not sorry that I did it." 

TTie warm, melting flush that had spread over the 
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man's face receded instantly, leaving the eyes and 
mouth hard. He looked away from her, and she 
saw by a certain grim set of his side face that this 
was to be her reply. Mary Elizabeth could not let 
it go at this. 

"But, but," she continued, uncertain of her 
ground, "I am sorry for what I said to you when 
you told me about that old house up there. I think 
I knew even then that you were not dealing dishon- 
estly with me. It was my temper that got the best 
of me." 

She waited a moment in a silence that he made 
no move to break, and then added: "Of course, 
I know that you blame me for " 

He turned to her suddenly, slightly pale, but with 
himself well in hand. 

"No, I don't blame you," he said quietly. "You 
have been mistaken from first to last, but I suppose 
it's your training that is to blame. You thought 
that I was all bad and these people here all good — 
that I was all wrong, and they all right. You 
thought that the clash between their interests and 
mine was a dash between sordid commerdaJism and 
exalted idealism, when it was only the world-old 
cutthroat strife for mastery between man and man, 
with pretty much the same sort of men on both 
sides. You had the version of the histories and the 
other story-books — ^you didn't know how mixed are 
the good and the bad, the honest and — ^well — ^the 
unhonest in the best of us." 

The girl shrank visibly, as if the cynidsm of his 
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words and tone had dealt a personal hurt to her- 
self. 

"But," she protested, "there is, there must be un- 
alloyed good somewhere. Haven't you ever found 
it?" 

He looked deep into her eyes for a moment and 
then answered, slowly: 

"Only in your heart." 

'' Don't r' 

"I answered your question." The man passed 
his hand across his forehead, and his fingers shaded 
slightly the fire that was burning in his eyes. 

There was a longer period of silence between them 
this time, and then the girl began, with the air of one 
summoning courage for an ordeal: 

"Don't make it hard for me to say what I really 
came to say." 

"Why, forgive me. What is it?" he asked. 

"I wanted to tell you," she began again, "that in 
the long, sleepless nights that I have passed smce I 
ruined your project, I — ^I have somehow come to feel 
that, after all, maybe it was not just the money 
in it that mattered to you — ^that maybe — ^your big 
dream was a vital part of yourself, and I had hurt 
you through it — ^more than I could know " 

She stopped with the sentence unfinished, for 
the man had turned quickly away so that she could 
no longer see a line of his face. He was playing 
with the pine straw, now, brushing it to and fro 
with a stick he had picked up. He did not answer. 

After a little the girl continued: 
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''And last night it came to me that now these peo- 
ple would love me and trust me for what I had done 
for them, and that I could, as time went on, make 
them love me more and more — ^if I threw my whole 
self into doing for them — and that maybe/ after a 
while, I could get them to join you in doing what 
you had dreamed of so long, and nobody's life tenets 
would be violated. You see if I stay here and try 
very, very hard " 

Marshall turned abruptly to her. He had snapped 
the idle stick in two and flung its fragments from him. , 
The lines that were now fast melting from his face 
might very recently have meant heartache with 
bitterness in it, but there was not a vestige of the 
feeling in his voice as he interrupted her: 

"For God's sake, put that out of your mind! 
That is the very last thing in the world I'd let you do. 
I'm licked, but I'm not whining, and I sleep like a 
Christian. And as for your throwing yourself into 
the breach and " 



"Yes, but I could " 

"Yes, but you couldn't, and you shaU not I Un- 
derstand me once for all — ^I don't mean to be harsh 
with you — ^but I'm not going to allow you to even 
attempt such a thing. You must believe me." 

Mary Elizabeth started to interrupt, but he 
stopped her almost peremptorily with: "See here, 
I know this situation a thousand times better than 
you do, and I know that these wretches haven't a 
particle of gratitude toward you. They never have 
loved you, and they never will; and they have 
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distrusted you from first to last. The longer you 
stay here, the more they will hate you. The fact of 
the business is, youVe got to leave here, and you're 
going before the first of next month." 

"Who says so?" 

"I say so," conmiandingly — and then with infinite 
pleading as the girl's spirit rose — "Mary Elizabeth, 
if you knew that you had hurt me vitally — ^hiurt me 
beyond redeeming — ^wouldn't you do this one thing 
that I asked of you?" 

"And have I hurt you — so much?" 

Only the sudden tightening of the lines about his 
mouth answered her, but it was enough. 

"I can't bear it," she sobbed, dropping her face 
into her hands. 

"Oh, don't, please don't," he pleaded; "I never 
meant to let you know. I — ^I only saw a weapon 
that might make you go, and I was coward enough 
to use it. Little girl, if the ruin of my hopes here 
could eventuate in "taking you out of what stirroimds 
you, I would have nothing to regret. Won't you go? 
TTtw'/yougo?" 

"I can't," she said; "don't you see that I can't?" 
She had stopped crying now, and he compelled her 
eyes to his own as he insisted: 

" But why can't you? It's imperative, I tell you — 
you must." 

**But I promised my guardian to stay here and 
teach so that these diildren that are growing up 
could be lifted out of their ignorance. No, listen to 
me — ^he said if that were to be done for one genera- 
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tion by a person who was really fitted for and con- 
secrated to the work, that that would be doing it 
for all the generations that would come after." 

"But why couldn't the work be done by somebody 
else?" he demanded. 

"Because," answered the girl, maintaining herself 
against his aggressiveness, "because well-equipped 
teachers won't come to these districts. If I were to 
give up the school here, there would be elected to it 
some poorly equipped native teacher who would only 
condemn them to continuing ignorance. And I 
promised to stay. Don't you see how it is?" 

"Yes, but — " John Marshall closed his lips on the 
sudden temptation to tell her that the school was 
shortly to be taken from her. If he should tell her 
that, he would have to tell her why, and he believed 
that she could not bear it. His glance fell appre- 
hensively on her slight, frail form; he noted the trans- 
parency of her perfect skin and the shadows imder 
her violet eyes, and he somehow got the notion that 
the spirit of the girl was frail and flowerlike too, for 
all her store of passionate temper, and that a breath 
too rude would snap it. 

Tell that story to her? And he of all persons tell it? 
It was out of all nature — ^it couldn't be done. He 
closed his Kps, and told himself again that some other 
way would be opened, changing his answer to — 

"Yes, but faith to a rash promise is madness." 

The girl was ready for him: 

"There are times when it may look like madness, 
but it is always /ai/A," she said. "Besides, in this 
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case it most certainly is not madness. Just as he 
said, I can't hope to do much for those that are 
grown, but the children are in my hands. I can do 
everything for them." 

Marshall did not reply, and after a pause that 
had gradually grown awkward, the girl ventured: 

"I have been so puzzled, so astoimded by some- 
thing, and I can't for the life of me make out a reason 
for it. You came to me deUberately and gave me 
permission to tell your secret broadcast while the 
consmnmation of your scheme yet himg in the 
balance. You, yourself, put it into my hands to 
ruin you, when you knew that you could keep me 
silent as long as you — as long as you were willing 
to do it. I can't make it out." 

She waited a little, but Marshall did not seem 
disposed to help her over the difficulty. He was 
looking beyond her now, and a strange little feeling 
of fear at the idea of how deep the depths of him 
might be, came over her. But she ventured on, 
fascinated: 

"Why did you do it?" bringing his eyes back to 
her own by the power of her gaze; "why did you 
doit?" 

"Because I lave you!" — ^he blazed out, seizing her 
slender wrist and tightening his fingers about it till 
the girl cried out in pain. The next moment he had 
released her and was saying contritely: 

"Forgive me!" 

The girl rose quickly to her feet, and he followed 
her as quickly. 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



298 THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

"I — ^I am sorry I let myself go like that, because I 
so wanted to influence you. Please don't go yet," 
he pleaded. "I so wanted to influence you against 
trying to stay here — ^to get you to go now — I can get 
you a place where you will be independent and still 
be with the right sort of people" — ^he was promising 
wildly, and he knew it. "You won't be under any 
obligation to me at all, and I won't force myself on 
you against your will anywhere you may go. If 
you'll only go, and go now " 

"But you know that I canH go ;" the girl was 
looking impatiently down the way that he had 
blocked to detain her. 

"Then when you do go," and a look of pain came 
into his eyes as he said it — "won't you promise me 
that when you do go, you will let me help you get a 
situation somewhere else? Promise me that if you 
decide to go you will send me word — that you'll call 
on me as on a friend to help you. Mary Elizabeth, 
won't you do this for me?" 

The girl was troubled and bewildered. 

"After ail that has passed between us," she said, 
"and knowing as you do how I feel toward you, I 
don't see how you could expect it — and I don't see 
why you should care whether I go or stay. I 
don't see why you should care, after I have— after 
I have " 

"After you have put yourself beyond my reach? 
And is that your conception of love? I had thought 
it out to a different conclusion; and I have a fancy 
that not in the near future only, but through all the 
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years to come, I shall care whether you go or stay. 
Darling! " 

But the girl stopped him with a quick 

"Don't!" and then: "I came here to-day to beg 
you to leave — ^to beg you to leave for my sake and 
for your own." 

"Why for your sake?" 

"I — I am wretched for fear that what I have done 
may bring about more serious trouble for you. They 
might — they might — " A sudden pallor said the 
rest. 

"Well, it wouldn't so much matter, now. But 
don't carry me on your conscience, child, if they do — 
Oh, I — ^why, don't take it that way! I was only 
talking idly. There is not the slightest danger to 
me in the world. Believe me, there isn't." 

"TF(w'/yougo?" 

"On one condition," he answered. 

"And that is ?" 

"That you go with me. No, wait, you must hear 
me out this time. I love you — God, how I love 
you! Only come with me, girl, and I'll go all the 
way to — anywhere ! Nothing on earth matters but 
you. Nothing mattered but you when the test 
came" — ^then correcting, quickly, "I mean would 
matter if the test should come. Don't go, don't. 
Listen to me: I hold titles to every foot of land in 
this valley now except Shan Thaggin's farm. The 
land is mine to do what I will with. I will give to 
every soul here the land that he thought he owned 
and didn't, if you will be my wife." 
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The girl recoiled from him with a face that was now 
deadly pale. 

"The man I go with/' she answered, "will do what 
is right because it is right, and not for any lesser 
reason I" 
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CHAPTER XXn 

Babe Davis sat on an old rail fence and looked 
across the valley. The mists were breaking away 
now and were trailing their tattered skirts carelessly 
across the tree-tops, but here and there a thin gray 
shred of filmy vesture rested over some sheltered 
nook like a carelessly flmig cobweb. Now and again 
the early morning simlight struggled through. The 
air was warm and cold in streaks, and the face of 
the brown hills showed only half-hearted efforts to 
turn green again. It was a misty, imcertain morn- 
ing, gray for the most part, but with here and there 
a lance of sunshine, and here and there a promise of 
tmfolding. 

Babe Davis sat on the old rail fence and looked 
across the valley. The mists of imcertainty and 
imknowing were trailing across the tmawakened 
mind of the man, but here and there the light was 
struggling through. Babe was thinking. 

He was perched upon the topmost rail with his 
long, thin legs drawn up till his knees afforded a con- 
venient resting-place for his elbows. His huge, bony 
shoulders were hooped over, and his scraggy neck 
was thrust forward. His lower jaw had dropped 
slightly, leaving the protruding teeth improtected. 
The great, ox-like eyes were pained now, with the 
imwonted travail of thinking. 

30Z 
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What to do? What to do? The mists were trail- 
ing low. He would go to his brother and tell him 
— ^no — ^yes — ^he would go to his brother and tell him 
that Wdchel Dale was not the man who had in- 
formed on him, and that he therefore had no right 
to be enemies with Mary Elizabeth. And then Bud 
would— no, Bud wouldn^t, either— and the land- 
scape clouded again. Bud wauldnH believe, because 
— ^he wouldn't want to. No, Bud wanted to believe 
that Welchel Dale had informed on him. He had 
probably wanted to, even before that awful night. 
Bud would be mad to hear that Welchel hadn't 
sinned against him. Besides, he wouldn't believe 
it. You see, there was no proof at all to offer him. 
— ^The air was coming in chilly streaks now. K he 
told Bud that John Marshall said so, it would just 
connect Marshall and Mary Elizabeth still more 
strongly in Bud's mind. Bud would think some- 
thing mean and low because Marshall knew about 
Mary Elizabeth's father. And — ^and — ^yes, Bud 
would get the notion that Mary Elizabeth somehow 
knew about that terrible night — and, God! — ^how 
he would hate her! And Bud would — ^yes, he would 
— ^he would only hate the stranger the more for 
seeming to know more than he had any business 
to about things that everybody wanted forgotten. 
And if Bud thought that John Marshall knew about 
the fate of Welchel Dale, what dog's chance would 
there be for the fellow? It was bad enough now, 
even though that devilish scheme of Marshall's had 
been brought to nothing. It wasn't fair to let a 
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fellow like that be shot down — a f dlow who was 
deliberately facing just that for Mary Elizabeth. 
No matter what he had tried to do, he hadn't suc- 
ceeded, and he was standing up to Mary Elizabeth 
like a man! No, it would never do to tell Bud. 
Better let it all drop, now that Marshall had been 
stopped in his deviltry. But 

Had Marshall been stopped ? 

Melissa Thaggin had refused to sign the papers 
that would give the man the right to open the flood 
gates on them. But could Melissa stand out in face 
* of the odds against her? Did any woman in all 
the world — even beyond the ridge — ever stand out 
against her rightful master? Women were mostly 
good, yes, Melissa was very good. But who ever 
heard of depending on a woman to keep on siding 
against her husband? It needed no shaft of Ught 
to show Babe that Shan Thaggin was only pretend- 
ing to be supporting his neighbors against the 
stranger. Babe's very instinct had told him from 
the first where Shan's inclination lay. It was Melissa 
who barred John Marshall's way. 

By gad, something would have to be done to 
change Shan before their homes would be safe! But 
what? 

The light at last! He would go to Thaggin with 
what he had learned. Yes, he would tower over 
that miserable cur of an informer and dare him, by 
the memory of Welchel Dale's fate, to have one 
other thing to do with John Marshall. Shan Thag- 
gin was the biggest coward that ever was bom into 
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the world. All he, Babe, would have to do would 
be to tell Shan, up and down to his own face, that he 
knew him to be the man who had mformed on Bud 
and Trav, and that if he ever dared to let John Mar- 
shall have one foot of his land, Trav and Bud should 
know the whole truth. That would fix it. Shan 
wouldn't dare to budge with that hanging over 
him! 

Babe Davis was slow to come to conclusions, but 
prompt to act when he had at last made up his 
mind. 

The flea-bit mule was imtethered from the fence 
by which he grazed, and shortly thereafter Babe 
drew rein at the cross-roads store, and inquired for 
Shan Thaggin. Shan was not there. Indeed, the 
old storekeeper reported, Shan had not herded with 
his neighbors much of late — ^he would probably be 
found at home under Melissa's protection. 

Shan was found at home, and when Babe called 
him to the gate, Melissa followed anxiously in his 
wake. 

This would never do. It was not to say kind-like 
to let Melissa know how low was the man she had 
married. He must have it out with Shan alone. 

Babe was not good at strategy, but after the 
profuse howdys were over he made out to say, stmn- 
blingly: 

"Shan, I — ^I — 'lowed I'd come over an' git a little 
o* that seed com o' youm, y'all seem to have sich 
good luck with yoiu: com — ^I got smnp'n to tell you, 
private-like." He added the last in what he in- 
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tended for a whisper, but Melissa's sharp ears caught 
what he said. 

Melissa was a good, honest soul, but the word 
"honorable" had never yet found a place in her 
vocabulary. Besides, she had had to live with Shan 
Thaggin. 

"Babe," she said, as innocently as if she had never 
heard a word in all her life, "Babe, light an' hitch an' 
come in to the fire. Hit's a tiur'ble chilly momin'. 
Come in an' set a spell with Shan, while I take a turn 
in the kitchen." 

This seemed an opportimity, and Babe gladly ac- 
cepted her invitation. In a few minutes the two 
men were seated comfortably before the fire with a 
bag of seed com between them. 

Melissa went out and closed the door noisily be- 
hind her, and her heavy steps were unusually heavy 
as she made her way to the kitchen, which was at 
the back and on the other side of the house. No 
sooner did she arrive in the kitchen, however, than 
her steps suddenly became as light as a cat's, and 
she turned in her tracks and made her way into the 
shed back of the apartment in which the two men 
were seated. It was the room in which the children 
had slept when the settin'-up was held, and it com- 
mimicated with the one in front. Melissa quickly 
laid her ear to the crack of the door which sep- 
arated her from her husband and his guest. 

"Shan Thaggin," she heard Babe say, and the 
use of her husband's last name, together with an 
abrupt scraping of the floor as if a chair had been 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



3o6 THE mCHT OF THE STRONGEST 

shoved back, sent her heaxt poundmg within her 
breast — "Shan Thaggin, I'm sorry I couldn't a- 
spoke to you on the outside, like I 'lowed to do." 

"What you mean, Babe, what you doin' that 
a-way for?" 

Melissa could not see through the crack, but she 
knew by her husband's whining tone how he was 
shrinking up before what she heard in the other 
man's voice, and her cheeks flamed. 

"To be a-skeered o' Babe Davis l^^ she exclaimed 
to herself, bitterly, and her fat hands were clinched 
tight as she listened again. 

"I 'lowed to have hit out on the outside, b'cause 
what I've got to say to you is sump'n you don't 
want to hear." 

^^Whai ?" her husband's voice replied, waveringly. 
There was a silence that was terrible to the listening 
wife; and then, more terrible still, came: 

" You^ Shan Thaggin, air the man what informed 
on Bud an' Trav 'bout that thar still — ^an' you let 
'em hang Welchel Dale by the neck tell he was dead 
for hit. You air a mxirderer, an' worse — ^you air a 
informer 1^^ Melissa's poxmding heart stood still. 

"I nurver — ^neither — ^I — I — " came in a faint echo 
of what was once her husband's voice. 

"Don't you lie to me! Don't you lie to me, Shan 
Thaggin; I tell you I know!^^ 

The wife's heart sent up a voiceless prayer that, 
the next moment, seemed to be hiurled back upon her 
in mockery. 

"Ba— a— be, do— Trav know? Do Bud know?" 
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Melissa slipped to the floor — It was true! 

The weight of her heavy body against the door 
at which she had been listening burst it open, and 
the mother of Shan Thaggin's children lay, sobbing, 
across the threshold. 

The two men — ^the one standing, the other cower- 
ing in a homespun-covered barrel chair — ^were struck 
dxmib. Babe Davis, who had been standing very 
tall, suddenly laid hold of the mantel-shelf, and the 
fierce, protruding eyes grew dim. The mists were 
settling down again. 

Babe Davis had seen men fight like beasts, and 
suffer like them. He had known tragedy in her 
wildest, most primitive undisguise. He had seen 
all this — and yet had kept his grip. But the sight 
of a woman, sobbing, was too much for his hardi- 
hood. And that woman Melissa! Melissa, who had 
in the old days always been friendly when other 
girk laughed at him and ran away! He, Babe, had 
told Melissa that Shan was an informer — Shan, the 
man she had lived with all these years as wife! 

Babe Davis tried to speak. He tried to say some- 
thing, but he forgot what it was. Besides, his 
throat was dry and throbbing. He had a miserable 
feeling that he had not said what he had come to 
say, but he couldn't remember now what it was. 
So he ended by drawing his coat-sleeve across his 
mist-dimmed eyes, and stimabKng out of the house 
with the feeling that he had blxmdered fearfully. 

Inside the room he had quitted, the clock on the 
little mantel-shelf ticked its very loudest as if to 
make up for the dead silence which reigned between 
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the semblance of a man that crouched beneath it and 
the woman who lay prone on the floor with her eyes 
covered as against the thing she was brought to face. 
One, two, three minutes were ticked off with a fate- 
ful evenness of stroke, and then the cowering figure 
in the homespun-covered chair cowered closer still, 
for the woman was struggling slowly to her feet, she 
was approaching to confront him! 

"ITeff/" was all she said to him. 

'^Mehssa, Me-lis-sa," he chattered, looking every- 
where but into her eyes, "Melissa, I — ^I — 'clar *fore 
God I never got no money for hit — ^I — ^I — ^leastways 
that deputy nurver give me nothin' like *twas wuth 
— ^I — ^I — " His teeth chattered away after his voice 
had ceased. The woman stood looking him through. 

"An' you let 'em hang Welchel Dale for hit!" 

"Why — ^why — ^why, Melissa, wouldn't you druther 
they'd a-himg Dale than me? Would you a-had me 
die for a man what was most a rank stranger to you, 
an' me your own husband, too!" 

''Shut up r 

The cringing wretch dodged and whimpered, but 
after a few moments burst out: 

"Melissa, Melissa, air you goin' to let 'em hang 
mCj too?" He was clutching her skirts now, in a 
wild fear. 

The wife's face grew white as his own. The 
instinct of the woman of the hills is to go all the 
lengths for the man to whom she is mated. She 
knows no other law. 

"In the name o' God," she cried out in her agony, 
"bow kin I he'p hit, now|" 
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"Oh, Melissa, ef you^ll jes make Sue maxry Trav, 
hit'll be all right. Trav'll let me alone then, an' 
what Trav does. Bud Davis does, too. Melissa, 
please, please — ^for God's sake, Melissa— you don't 
want po' me himg, do you — please — " His teeth 
went chattering the rest. 

With a face of chalk, but with eyes on fire the 
woman looked him over. 

"Shan Thaggin," she said, and her voice shook, 
" Shan Thaggin, before Sue should marry a man that 
was low down and mean, I'd take her down yonder 
to the creek an' drown her with my own two hands. 
Do you hear that? I know what hit is — God he'p 
me, I know what hit is to bear childem to a coward 
an' a liar an' a brute, but Sue sha'n't. Sue sha'n't. 
Sue sha'n't." The woman was striking her hands 
together till they hurt 

The husband shivered afresh at every stroke of her 
hands together; he made as though to grasp her 
skirts again in his frenzy, but the woman warned 
him off with a fierce gesture. 

"MeUssa! They'll be down on me to-night with 
tlie dark — ^he'p me!" he cried. 

In spite of her contempt of him, his appeal struck 
her through again, for the instinct of the woman of 
the hills was hers. 

"Ef— ef— " she faltered, "ef you could take to the 
woods " 

"They'd run me down, they'd run me down!" he 
wailed. 

"Couldn't you git a good start of *em, I'd like 
to know!" she flamed. 
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"But I'm afeard o* the woods, Melissa— Welchel 
— Da-da-le — the night I went to Silas's — oh, I'm 
afeard o' the woods!" 

"You're afeard o' Welchel Dale, an' with good 
cause. God knows, I'd ha'nt you too!" 

"Melissa, ef, ef I might hide somewhar — ef you 
could let me down in the well tell night! Oh, Me- 
lissa, ef you only would, an' go to Marshall an' sign 
them papers to git us the money, we could slip away 
to-night an' ketch the train an' go thousands upon 
top o' thousands o' miles away. All of us together — 
Melissa, won't you!" 

"Hush, Shan, hush — ^an' — ^let me think." 

The woman turned away from his whining and 
went over to the window. She stood for a long time 
in silence looking out at nothing, and facing the 
choice that she had to make. After a while, how- 
ever, her wide gaze became gradually focussed. 
What she saw was the stout lateral limb of a tree 
near by, that swayed in the rising wind for all the 
world as if something heavy were suspended from 
it. It groaned and creaked with the swaying. 

"Quick, Shan! To the well!" she cried, as she 
staggered toward him. 

Late that afternoon, something else momentous 
happened. The stranger tenant of the haunted 
house walked into the cross-roads store, and, taking 
a sweeping smrvey of the loungers assembled, asked 
if either Trav Williams or Bud Davis were among 
their niunber. 

A bomb exploded in their midst could not have 
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created more astonisliinent. It was not that they 
feared — though^ indeed, there was that in the keen 
eyes of this virile-looking six-footer that spelled 
trouble. It was rather unmixed astonishment that 
made them give way before his aggressive assurance. 

Somehow, he didn't look the part of a man who 
was "plimib whipped out and scared to death," ready 
to take refuge in whatever remote and obsciure hid- 
ing-place would afford him shelter, as rumor had de- 
scribed him. He rather appeared dangerously mus- 
cular and well-fed as to the physical, and tempera- 
mentally ready for trouble as he stood his full height 
among them and inquired for the two men of all 
others he was supposed to wish least to encounter. 

But the answer to his question was not tardy in 
coming. A great, brutal, black-looking man came 
forward promptly, saying: 

"I'm Trav Williams. Have you got anything to 
say to we?" 

"A little, but to the point," the stranger an- 
swered. " Where's Davis? " 

"Come here, Bud, ain't nobody goin' to bite 
you!" It was Trav Williams who called, and in 
answer Bud Davis came out from somewhere in the 
rear of the crowd, muttering as he came. Suddenly, 
but quietly and, it seemed, all imintentionally, the 
store-keeper got mixed up with the group that had 
now been given the centre of the stage. It seemed 
that the old man's near-sighted ciuiosity made it 
necessary for him to obtrude himself almost between 
the stranger who had entered and the men for whom 
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he was inqiiiring. So imminent was the old fellow's 
intrusion, in fact, that the stranger unconsciously 
put out his hand as if to bar him from coming be- 
tween. 

" I haven't come here to make trouble, Mr. Logan," 
he said, incisively, " I've come to save these two men 
trouble in the future." This soimded interesting, 
and the crowd closed in. Marshall addressed his 
next remarks to the assemblage rather than to 
WiUiams and Davis. 

" To begin with," he said, " I want to say to you all, 
that this talk against the character of Miss Dale is an 
immitigated, damnable lie, from first to last, and that 
it's time for it to stop. You men who have women 
at home to protect — ^I'm speaking to you." The 
shot went home — the word "chivalry" had never 
been spoken in that presence; nevertheless, the 
men of the hills stood up straighter and looked at 
the intruder with glances that were beginning to 
clarify. 

" It seems that I have laid the girl liable to criticism 
by being too much with her," Marshall continued. 
" The mistake was mine, but it was a natural mistake. 
I was in love with her and wanted to m^uiy her. * I 
naturally went with her as much as I could. When 
my interest and yoiu: interests clashed, she sacrificed 
me without hesitation for your sakes. This is the 
truth, and it will prevail here among men who are 
men right. As for you" and he turned on the men 
he had siunmoned with a savagery that struck quiet 
the whole company, "what I've got to say to you is 
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that if you carry out what you have planned together, 
secretly, against Mary Elizabeth Dale, I'll kill you 
on sight and as soon as I can get to you." 

With the quickness of a panther, the black-browed 
native reached for his rifle which lay on the counter, 
but a boyish-looking young fellow snatched it and 
suddenly presented the muzzle of it to the owner's 
face. Trav Williams stood petrified, looking into 
the shining eyes of the boy along the shining rifle 
barrel. 

"Jim Blakey, did you Fam that at school?" one 
of the astonished on-lookers exclaimed. 

"No, by God!" shrieked the excited boy, "but ef 
he's been a-schemin' ag'ins' teacher, Pm goin' to 
know what he's up to. Say on, stranger, what's he 
an' Bud Davis been a-doin'?'* 

" Jinmiy, boy, put down that thar gun — ^hit might 
go off an' hiut somebody." But the old store- 
keeper's remonstrating hand was promptly shaken 
off his arm. 

"I'm not a *boy,'" the youngster blazed, "I'm a 
tna/nl Stand back, I tell you, ever' one of youl 
What about teacher, mister?" 

"Young man," said Marshall to the raguig boy 
— and the tone which he used to him and the lodi 
which he gave him conferred the degree of Manhood 
on the young fellow as surely as a solemn rite might 
have done — "young man, I'm much obliged to you 
for keeping me from being picked off before I have 
had my say out. I appreciate it very much, but I'd 
rather you'd put that down — ^won't you? — ^I ask it 
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as a favor. No, a little farther off, over there 
behind the counter — ^thank you." 

When Marshall turned again to Trav Williams it 
was with the distinct feeling that more than Jimmy 
Blakey wanted to hear what he had to say to the two 
silent but infuriated men before him. 

"What do you know 'bout me an' Trav?'' Bud 
Davis challenged over Williams's shoulder. 

"I know," said Marshall, looking not at Bud but 
straight into the eyes of the man who would have 
shot him, "I know that you two sat out yonder on 
those back steps and planned together to hold a 
meeting of the school board without Mr. Logan here 
and turn the teacher out of her position, disgraced. 
I know that you, Williams, said that you were going 
to run her out of the neighborhood because she was 
influencing Mrs. Thaggin against letting that foiu:- 
teen-year-old child of hers marry you. I know that 
you, Davis, promised to drive the teacher from your 
mother's roof in order to help this man in his scheme 
against her. I know that you planned together to 
keep this to yourselves till you had succeeded, be- 
cause you knew that the men of this commtmity 
who put you on their school board and gave you 
this power would not stand for an3rthing so das- 
tardly!" 

With the roar of a wild beast, Trav Williams 
sprang at the throat of his accuser, but before he 
could fasten his daw-like fingers on their coveted 
prey, a half-dozen men had seized him and borne 
him back till he was pinned against the coimter. 
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They were not assailing, they were merely detaining, 
inquiring — they wanted to know. 

But Marshall flung off his coat and waved the 
qrowd back. 

"Turn him loose!" he cried to the men who were 
holding the purple-faced Trav, "turn him loose!" 

"Don't do hit, boys, don't do hit," advised the 
store-keeper, adjusting his spectacles carefully and 
looking the two angry men over critically. "This 
here stranger feller is too well-meanin* t'ward our 
little hill gal to let him be et alive." 

" Let him go," lurged the stranger. " One of us has 
got to lick the other, sooner or later. Get out of the 
way there! All I ask is a fair fight!" 

But the men who were interfering were not ready 
for a fight till Trav had answered for himself the 
stranger's charge against him, for there had been 
that in Marshall's fearless statement and in his 
manly defence of the girl that carried conviction 
home to them. They were a crude race, but a fair 
and fearless one, and they wanted to hear this thing 
out to the end. 

But Marshall, cheated of his chance, was all the 
madder, and, seeing Bud Davis edging away along 
the counter, turned on him savagely: 

" Youl What are you going to do about it? — 
Nobody's holding you!" 

Bud jiunped violently, and then hastened to protest : 

"Hit ain't true, thar ain't a word of hit true! Me 
an' Trav ain't never said a word about no sich 
a-thing " 
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" You^re a liar, we did say hit ! " roared the panting 
Trav, "Who's here to be skeered of, I'd like to 
know?'^ 

An ominous growl ran through the assemblage, 
and then the old store-keeper was speaking again — a 
little hastily this time: 

"Boys, boys! Hit's all come about th'ough a 
mistake — a perfectly nachul mistake, Trav an* 
Bud may a-been shootin' off their jaw a little wild- 
like, but that ain't enough to set neighbor ag'in 
neighbor. A mistake's a mistake " 

"Whose mistake, Uncle Beck?" one of the men 
who still held a grip on Trav Williams, inquired. 

"Why," replied the old man, looking from Trav 
to Bud and back again with a grimness in his erst- 
while kind old face that took Marshall aback, "why, ' 
hit's Trav's an' Bud's mistake— /'m two-thirds of 
that thar school board!" 

"Mr. Williams! Mr. Williams! Billy's done been 
bit by a rattlesnake!" Some one came cr3dng across 
the open, and the next moment one of the yoimger 
Thaggins dashed into the store with a repetition of 
the wild news. 

In an instant the crowd was thrown into confusion. 
The father, released now, rushed from the store, fol- 
lowed by every man in it, including John Marshall. 

It was the work of a few minutes only to bandage 
the little fellow's leg above the woimd, and then the 
father sprang on his horse, and, taking the injured 
child in his arms, started on a mad ride to the coun- 
try doctor. As Trav dashed out of sight, and the 
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sympathetic crowd turned their faces toward the 
store again, it was noticeable that Bud Davis and 
Bud Davis^s horse were missing. 

"Went to holp Trav, mebbe^** was the store- 
keeper's comment. 

On the steps he stopped Marshall — ^the others had 
already gone in. 

"Stranger," he said, and Marshall noticed for the 
first time, and with a queer little pang at the dis^ 
covery, that he was an old man — "stranger, hit's 
proned into me that you'd better be movin' on an' 
leave us to talk this matter over without you." 

" If you say so — ^all right. But tell those two men 
for me that I mean exactly what I said — ^I'm going 
to kill the first one of them that moves against Mary 
Elizabeth. — ^And wait a minute," crowding a green- 
back into the store-keeper's hand, "give this to 
Jimmy Blakey for me, won't you?" 

Early the next morning, two covered mule-wagons 
came creaking into the camp, and slowed up in a 
cleared space where a group of men stood discussing 
the work projected for the day, and Ustening for the 
sound of the breakfast bell. But the not unusual 
occurrence of the arrival of coimtry wagons among 
them excited little more than passing glances from 
the men; and they stood talking together till the 
two vehicles, suddenly halted before them, burst 
into bloom as it were with the tawny heads of a 
dozen or more children. Out front, out behind, and 
all down the sides where convenient rents in the can- 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



3i8 THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

vas covers afforded peepholes, startled-looking faces 
appeared in curiouSy scared wonder. 

"Look, Bearing," laughed one of the now inter- 
ested group. " How's that for a study? " 

" Holy smoke ! " called another, " are you an orphan 
asylum on wheels? Or have you got something 
packed away there in the shape of two or three pairs 
of parents?" 

"Make it foiu: or five pairs. Doc; you always did 
expect too much of people." 

The red-cheeked girl who was driving the lead 
wagon grew redder-cheeked still, and the lop-sided 
boy who held the lines over the second pair of mules 
slimk further to one side and himg his head at the 
challenge. 

It was Fred Bearing who left the laughing 
company and came up to the lead wagon, saying 
kindly: 

"Can we do anything for you?" 

As he spoke, a ruddy-faced, rotund woman brushed 
aside a bimch of curious children and peered out 
the front of the wagon. 

"Bo air one o' you-uns know whar Mr. Horton's 
at?" she inquired loud enough for all to hear. 

^^ Camped off his trail T^ howled one very yoimg 
fellow. 

"Horton!" 

"HortonI!" 

'' Horton r 

The large bottle-nosed man who shoved his way 
through their midst paid no more attention to their 
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gibes than if they had been so many flies buzzing 
about his ears. 

"I*m Mr. Horton, ma'am; what can I do for 
you?'* 

"Mr. Marshall's done wrote you a letter an' told 
me to give hit to you," came the unexpected reply, 
and she handed the letter to the man to whom it was 
addressed. 

Instantly the badinage ceased. Fred Dearing 
was not the only man there who entertained grave 
fears for the situation in the hills. They closed 
around the recipient of the letter, curious to hear 
the news; but their grave faces lighted appreciably 
as Horton, recognizing their uneasiness intuitively, 
read aloud: 

''Feed this bunch and see them on the seven o'dock local. 
You*d better get some of the boys to help you, as none of 
them, except the man, has ever seen a tram, and you may 
have trouble. Please treat them kindly, and do what you 
can to reassure them. Hold wagons and teams. Oblige, 
Marshall." 

"*Man?' where in the mischief is the man?" asked 
one; but as none of the new-comers replied, and as 
no man appeared, they soon forgot the reference, 
and fell to wondering among themselves if it coxild 
be possible that John Marshall had clinched his proj- 
ect at last and had forthwith set about transport- 
ing the natives. Fred Dearing stood apart with a 
serious countenance, while Horton gave orders that 
the hiUites be served with breakfast in a double- 
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quick, and detailed a negro to flag the southbound 
train. 

When a steaming breakfast was spread for them 
on a convenient lumber pile, the large woman and a 
most imlucky niunber of children descended from 
the wagons and fell to; but still no man appeared. 
The men, who were still standing around in the hope 
of learning something of Marshall, peered into the 
deserted wagons or did what they could to try to get 
something out of the feeding herd by means of search- 
ing questions. But the children never ventured be- 
yond "I dimno,*' in answer, and the woman main- 
tained a discreet silence, or replied deferentially but 
most unsatisfactorily. 

"Why don't you go to your breakfast?** It was 
Dearing who asked the sudden question, and the 
lop-sided driver of the second wagon, whom he had 
discovered sidling up to him, gave a violent start 
and made off to the liunber pile as if he expected a 
stone to follow him. 

"Do you know,** said Dearing to the man who 
stood nearest, "if that boy wasn*t greener than 
grass, I*d suspect him of trying to pick my pocket 
Do you suppose he could possibly have been up to 
anytiiing like that?** 

In spite of the fact that a number of "the bo3rs** 
volunteered to help get John*s bimch safe on board 
the seven o*clock local, Horton did have trouble in 
the end. In the surprise occasioned by seeing the 
hay at the bottom of one of the wagons rise up and 
deliver itself of a man after the train had blown in 
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acknowledgment of the flagging, and the flurry of 
gettmg the screaming half-dozen yomigest on board 
the train, something went wrong after all. 

The train had scarcely steamed out of sight, and 
the men turned their faces toward their delayed 
morning meal, when something broke out of the 
bushes and running, sidling after them, came close 
up to Fred Bearing. 

"Stand off!" exclaimed Bearing, with sudden re- 
pugnance, and the boy shied with a dodge. 

He had got left. His name was "Tony." That 
much their hiuried questions developed and nothing 
more, for the boy seemed little above an idiot. A 
man had to be despatched to the nearest telegraph 
station to wire reassiurances to the parents of the 
child. 

At breakfast that morning. Bearing had the 
annoyance of discovering the boy Tony crawling up 
behind him on the grass. He drove the creatiure 
off peremptorily, and finally as he hoped; for he had 
conceived an antipathy for this apparently half- 
witted thing that seemed to be so mysteriously 
drawn to him — ^but all to no good. 

Time and again all during that day he would find 
the boy unaccountably near him. Threats availed 
only momentarily; bribes were eagerly grasped, 
but their terms promptly disregarded. The child 
had conceived an idiotic fondness for him. Bear- 
ing decided, but he simply could not have him 
around. 

As he laid his head on his pillow that night, it was 
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with genuine relief that Dearing remembered the 
seven o'clock local which, next morning, was to bear 
the unfortimate child to his parents. 

But relief did not bring sleq>. Dearing was 
troubled. It looked ominous that these people 
should be moving away. Did it mean that John 
had succeeded in that scheme of his? And if it did, 
was he, Dearing, glad or sorry? It was wrong, very 
wrong — ^it ought not to succeed — ^he hoped it 
wouldn't. But John 

Suddenly Dearing sat upright on his cot. What 
was that? Surely he couldn't be getting nervous! 
But he could have sworn that he saw the opposite 
edge of the tent lifted a Uttle. The flap door was 
fastened back, admitting the Ught of the dying camp- 
fire. Any one who chose to enter could have free 
access through that opening; why should any one 
choose to tamper with the side canvas? 

But — ^yes, there it was again, lifted higher this 
time to admit something — something that crept and 
crawled and writhed close to the carpet of grass. 
Dearing sat very still in the shadow and watched the 
figure wriggle in. It was coming toward him; it 
was very near to him. 

In a flash he laid a strong hand on the back of its 
neck and dragged it the rest of the way. 

"You httle varmint!" he exclaimed. "What do 
you want? Speak out ! " 

But the boy was too frightened to speak. He 
fairly climg to the ground with all the length of him, 
and whimpered piteously. 
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Bearing relaxed his grasp imtil it was fairly 
merciful. 

"What do you want?" he asked again, and his 
tone was almost patient. " Haven't you ever learned 
to talk?" 

"I — ^I — " the creature was speaking at last, but 
its voice was little more than a breath, so frightened 
was it, "I— got — simip'n to tell you!" it said. 

"IFAa//" Bearing caught his breath with the 
monosyllable. 

"Ef, ef you don't git him 'way from thar quicks 
they'UkiUhun!" 

"KiUwho? MarshaU?'' 

"Uh-huh." 

"When?" 

"I dunno." 

"Who?" 

"I dunno." 

"But do you know that he is in danger now?^^ 

"Ye-ye-yes, mister." 

"Areyou5wre?" 

" Bead sure. Make him come away quick, quick.^^ 

"God! Why didn't you tell me before?" 

"I tried to — ^but you wouldn't let me git clost 
*nough — an' — an' — ^I was 'feard for the rest to hear. 
They might tell on me." 

"Nobody is going to tell on you, Tony; we're all 
your friends," but all the same he kept his hold on 
the boy and carried him along as he rushed to the 
tent door and shouted: 

"Boys ! Boys, come here ! " 
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Again and yet again his voice rang out over the 
sleeping camp, and something which it carried 
startled every man to his feet. 

"How did you come to pick me out to tell?" 
Dearing asked, the moment he heard the camp spring 
to life. 

"I heerd the men call you what Mr. Marshall 
called you when he told her how he loved you." 

Dearing looked toward the distant hills — ^John was 
there — ^in danger — John I 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



CHAPTER XXin 

It was early Simday morning, but the Davis 
family had already breakfasted, and Mary Eliza- 
beth now stood on the end of the front porch and 
looked along the distance over which her vision 
could not carry, toward the Thaggin home. Last 
night, late, she had stood just here with her eyes and 
heart turned toward Melissa Thaggin. This mom- 
ing the first thing, she had thought of Melissa, and 
now, she was here again with all her thoughts reach- 
ing out to her. 

Then, as if drawn by a magnet, the girl stepped 
from the low porch, and hurried along the path 
where her thoughts led the way. 

Melissa Thaggin knew that it was sin for a girl 
to marry a man who was sinftd — ^Melissa knew be- 
cause she, Mary Elizabeth, had told her so. Now, 
she wanted Melissa to say back to her just how 
wrong it was — she wanted that brave, good woman 
to repeat it to her. The time had come when she 
had to have a woman's heart to lean upon, and she 
was going to Melissa. 

The way was long, longer through its dull famil- 
iarity, but the girl did not slacken her pace till she 
reached the bars that divided the Thaggin premises 
from the woods. It was then she discovered that 
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her skirts were wet to the knees with the heavy morn- 
ing dew and discolored with the stains of grass and 
weeds. With only a passing impatience at her own 
lack of care, she entered the field that occupied what 
would have been the front lawn in another state of 
civilization. 

The bars were down — ^it was imlike Mrs. Thaggin 
to allow such carelessness. Mary Elizabeth stopped 
and carefully put them up again, sliding each bar 
into its socket. Then she turned toward the house 
and took her way along the foot-path that led 
through the springing com. 

Where were the children? And where — ^where — ? 
Mary Elizabeth stopped still. It was all so quiet, so 
deserted! 

Then she walked slowly forward, looking to right 
and to left and again at the silent house. Hogs were 
in the field across to the left, rooting up the yoimg 
com; the garden gate was open and cows were 
battening on the early vegetables. Not at door 
nor window, not from under the house nor from 
any one of the various crannies about the place, 
peered a single tawny-haired urchin. 

The front door had dropped ajar and the expres- 
sionless windows stared blankly into the tmseen. 
It was as if the spirit had departed in panic, leaving 
this, the shell, agape but dimib at the tragedy of the 
leave-taking. 

Mary Elizabeth hurried to the open door, and the 
sound of her own footsteps in the entry, augmented 
by the all-pervading quiet, startled her at first into 
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looking back apprehensively. On tip-toe now, she 
pushed the door wide open, and stood bewildered 
before the confusion there displayed. 

The room was in chaos. Drawers had been turned 
out, rifled, and left empty on the floor; boxes, 
dragged from somewhere, had been pillaged of their 
contents and left to block the way; the little pine 
bedsteads in the comers were 'stripped of their 
dignities' and were hiding imder the rubbish piled 
upon them; the barrel choir beside the black and 
yawning fireplace no longer interposed a padded 
home^im covering between itself and the critical 
world. 

A pair of worn-out, mud-clotted, nm-down shoes 
lay right in the girl's path as she advanced, and she 
stopped as at the best of a familiar voice. Yes, they 
were Tony's. Anybody could have told that, for 
they looked just like the boy. Something tightened 
in her throat as she bent over them for a moment. 
Poor shambling, unguided feet! What of the way 
they would take? 

Aghast, confoimded, Mary Elizabeth hurried to 
the other apartments — ^to the shed-room, back to the 
front room across the entry, to the kitchen in the 
rear of this, and then back to the big room again. 
Everywhere was chaos, and everywhere that fright- 
ening, inexplicable quiet. 

And then the truth dawned on her: The Thaggins 
had sold out to John Marshall, and had decamped 
in the night-time! 

And almost as the thought seized her she spied a 
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folded paper tacked to the mantel-shelf. It was the 
work of a minute to imf asten and imfold its one page. 
It said simply: 

"Tell May lizbeth I jes had to sell. Merlissa." 

A change came upon the girl as she read. She 
stood up very straight, the deUcate mouth hardened, 
the violet eyes turned black. 

Turning quickly, she ran down the back steps and 
out to the lot. The mules were gone and so were the 
wagons. But Shan's pony was there in his stall. 
With mouth still cruelly tight and with eyes blazing, 
the girl snatched down a bridle from the wall, forced 
the bit into the pony's mouth, and buckled the bridle 
seciurely. Then she looked all about, but no saddle 
could she see. 

Nothing daimted, she led the pony out to the 
horse-block and mounted him bareback. An over- 
hanging elm limb gave her a good stout switch, and 
she presently rode out of the back gate and down the 
wood-road at an unsafe speed. Shan's pony was a 
good traveller, and hardly needed the encouragement 
of the whip, but the rider who sat him now had some- 
thing to take out on somebody, and her moimt was 
nearest at hand. 

Down the wood-road she sped, skirting at a wild 
pace the Golgotha where slept the conquerors of the 
wilderness, and scarcely tightening rein past the iso- 
lated grave of the man whose patience had been tried 
once too often. Up the west ridge she lurged her 
steed, then over the moimtain crest and down the 
other side past a little tumbled-down, deserted log 
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cabin that was clinging to and subsiding against the 
gray, crumbling rocks of the hillside. Mary Eliza- 
beth turned her face away from this home of broken 
promises as she rode, but the heaven-tree shoots and 
pokeberry bushes tore at her skirts as she passed. 

It was a very white but very spirited-looking girl 
who slipped off the pony at the door of the old store- 
keeper's hermit home. 

Uncle Beck was sitting just inside the door of his 
cabin, reading something that looked suspiciously 
like tiie Bible, when the light of the open door was 
suddenly dimmed, and he looked up to behold what 
seemed at the first glance, the ghost of a girl. 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth! Why, child, why, gal! Come 
in, honey, an' set right down thar in that rockin'- 
cheer. You look plum tuckered out." 

But Mary Elizabeth did not sit down. She came 
in and stood before the old man with her hands 
clasped tight before her and her haimting eyes on his 
own. 

"Uncle Beck," she said, "I'm desperater 

The old man lowered the spectacles he had pushed 
back, and regarded her through them, critically. 

"Ma'y Tizbeth," he answered incisively, "you 
ai£i't never took that dost o* calomel." 

The next minute, however, he was on his feet with 
his old hands tenderly grasping her arms, for a look 
had passed over the face of the girl that put joking 
out of the question, and shook even his steady philos- 
opher's nerve. 

"Set down thar, honey, in that good easy cheer," 
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he urged, "an* tell your Uncle Beck what's pesterin' 
you. Set down like I tell you, Ma'y 'lizbeth, you 
look so white an' tiredlike." And then, in exaspera- 
tion — "5c< daivn this mintUCj miss! La, you done 
got so you won't mind tell a body hollers at you!" 

When he had carried his point, he took his seat 
opposite the girl across the little centre-table, and 
said firmly, but gently: 

" Now, le's have hit. What's to pay? " 

"We are ruined — sold out! We — " Her eyes, 
black in their intensity, said the rest. 

" Say that ag'in." The old man had become very 
quiet. 

"Melissa Thaggin has betrayed us! They have 
sold out to that man, and disappeared." 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth — ^you — don't mean — that.^^ 

"I have been there this morning. The place was 
literally torn to pieces, and they were gone. I foimd 
this pinned on the mantel." 

The old man took the note she handed him and 
read it again and again. Then he folded and folded 
it till it was little more than a sKp. 

"Hit looks black— hit looks black!" — ^the sunshine 
had gone out of his cheery face, now. "Simip'n's 
got to be done!" 

"What?" demanded the girl. 

"'What?' 'what?'" echoed the old man as if him- 
self in hopeless search of the answer. "Why, we've 
got to block him at another timi. We've got to— 
I'm a-goin' to start to Montgom'ry to-morrow 
cvenin'! 
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— ^I^m a-goin* to telegraph that lawyer feller to meet 
me thar. But " 

"But what?" demanded the girl agam. 

"But I'll have to leave Trav behind this tune, I'll 
never be able to fool him twict. Lord, ef somebody 
would only cripple him teU I git back!" 

''Uncle Beckr 

"Wa-al?" 

"That man told me days ago that he had secured 
titles to every foot of land in the valley except the 
Thagginfarm!" 

A groan escaped her listener in spite of himself, and 
his withered face was ashen and drawn as he ran his 
knotted fingers through and through his thin gray 
hair and stared out at the pale simshine. 

"Hit ain't true, Ma'y 'Lizbeth, hit can't he true! 
An' yet " 

"And yet?" she echoed, her breath coming short 
with su^ense. 

"An' yet," continued the man, and he might have 
been pronoimcing a death sentence as he said it, so 
solenm was his tone — "an' yet, hit may be. Hit 
may be! Ma'y 'Lizbeth, years an' years ago, some- 
body told me that thar was a lot o' gov'ment land 
hereabouts, an' I'd better look to my titles. I 
looked, an' shore 'nough, I found that I had to sign 
up several papers an' pay out a couple o' fees to git 
this here little place finn rooted to the spot. I 
wamed the others 'bout hit then — the old folks 
what's mostly dead an' gone — ^but none of 'em would- 
n't listen to me. They was mostly 'feard o' signin' 
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papers, an' them that wa'n't, balked at the fees. 
Some of 'em 'lowed they'd tear the gov'ment up by 
the roots before they would pay for what was ahready 
theim. Wa-al, I done what the man at the land 
orfice said do, an' nailed my little com-patch to the 
map. Lord, but I wisht hit was over thar in the 
valley whar hit could he'p 'em out!" 

"But, Uncle Beck," cried the girl, twisting her 
hands in her impatience, "wouldn't you better go 
to Montgomery, anyhow? There might be some 
chance — ^I'll help with the expense of the trip. 
PledsegoV^ 

A touch of pathos stole into the old man's troubled 
look, and then he said, tenderly: 

"Yes, Blossom, I'll go — ^me an' you air so rich!" 
— ^And then, with a bitterness foreign to him — "Me 
an' you an' Shan Thaggin!" 

The girl struck her little hands on the table be- 
tween with a force that hurt. 

"That's the thing that I can't forgive in fate, 
Uncle Beck. Here is that creature who has slimk 
and cringed and ducked and Ued — ^he has gcme scot- 
free with no loss, no punishment!" 

"Shan's stren'th was in his pliability, Ma'y 'Liz- 
beth. Hit's them that won't bend that gits broke." 

"And Shan Thagginis a rich man to-day!" 

"Shan Thaggin ain't no man a-tall, honey." 

The girl looked at him as if for the first time dur- 
ing the interview. His eyes were grave and quiet, 
and there was in the depth of them the look that be- 
longed to a blessed memory. 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 333 

"You," she said, "you believe that way too? — 
that character is all in all?" 

"That's about hit, honey." 

"Then," and her eyes blazed again, "then sin 
against character is the unpardonable!" 

"What you talkin' 'bout, Ma'y 'Lizbeth?" 

"About that man Marshall and the price that he 
paid for Melissa Thaggin's soul!" 

"Poor Melissa!" 

Mary Elizabeth was on her feet in an instant. 

"You say that! — that about a woman who could 
sell her own people for a price ! A woman who would 
barter the very soul of her for that man's money " 

"Go slow, Ma'y 'Lizbeth, go slow!" 

"I wonH go slow— hasn't she sold that whole val- 
ley there?" 

"Mebbe, but you don't know what's behind." 

" I do know what's behind, John Marshall's money 
was behind! — ^No, I won't sit down, either; let me 
alone. Uncle Beck ! — Oh, don't you see what it means? 
It's not just that miserable little farm that has been 
surrendered — ^Melissa has traded her integrity, her 
high ideals of duty." 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth," said he, and his voice soimded 
old and tired as he said it, "when you git to be sixty- 
nine you'U find out that people with *high ideals' of 
duty air sometimes in much the same fix as the feller 
that's walkin' 'round on stilts — ^they're high up in 
the landscape all right, but shaky on their legs, an' 
they air Kable to git their props knocked from under 
'em by the first feUer that has his feet planted solid 
on the earth." 
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The girl was facing him with head up and eyes 
flashing with indignation. 

'^I'm not going to talk to yau^^ she exclaimed bit- 
terly; "I'm going to talk to Bud Davisr 

The old man rose promptly and pushed back his 
chair. 

" No, you ain't, neither,*' he replied firmly. " You 
ain't a-goin' to Bud Davis in no sich a reckless fit. 
Look a-here, Ma'y 'Lizbeth, the responsibility for 
these here people ain't all youm. Git that into 
your head, ef you kin. There's been a Saviour of 
souls, but th'ough all time, hit's been ever' man's 
individual business to take keer of his own hide. — 
No — stop. Ef you've got to be the one to carry 
this here firebrand on, go to Babe with hit." 

^^Babe t — ^I can't even depend on Babe any longer. 
Why, he once actually tried to get me not to say any- 
thing against that man — and that, when he knew that 
he was slowly choking the people into loosening their 
grasp on what was their own! You'll be teUing me 
that there is * something behind' Babe, next." 

"Yes, an' you're a-thinkin' right this minute that 
thar's * simip'n behind ' with me too, you little spit- 
fire, but you dassen't say hit!" 

The girl looked at him steadily for a minute and 
then turned to the door, but the old man laid a firm 
grasp on her wrist and stopped her. 

"Air you goin' to Bud Davis?" he asked. 

"I am." 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth," he said quietly, and his voice 
had lost all its impatience, "Ma'y 'Lizbeth, ef you'll 
set down peaceable an' quietlike for a spell, I think I 
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kin clear things up for you a bit; then after that you 
kin go to Bud with what you will." 

He drew her gently to the arm-chair, and the girl 
took her seat, wonderingly watching his changed face. 
The deep lines of it had softened indescribably, 
almost pitiably. He looked old and pained as he 
leaned on the little table between them and studied 
her face. 

"Ma'y 'Lizabeth, do you want to know what thar 
is behind me an* Babe? Do you want to know why 
John Marshall let you tell that story ag'inst him? 
Why he stayed here after he thought he^ was done 
licked in spite o' bein' twict warned to go? Do you 
want to know why you oughtn't to go to Bud Davis 
in the desperate mood you air in?" 

"Why— why— ye^/" 

"Then look at me with Welchel Dale*s eyes, child, 
for hit takes courage to hurt you." 

"What is it, Unde Beck?" She was looking at 
him with Weldiel Dale's eyes, but the old man's gaze 
gradually lowered before their blue purity till he sat 
staring at his own knotted and seamed hands. After 
a little he began slowly: 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth, the people 'bout here have been 
sayin' — ^the people 'bout here have been sayin' — 
they've been sayin'— bad things 'bout you an' John 
Marshall." He |>aused a moment, but he did not 
look up, and only the tick of the little dock on the 
mantd answered him. He deared his throat vig- 
orously and then went on: 

"Gran'ma Thaggin told Marshall 'bout hit, an' 
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Marshall raised the old devil with Shan. Melissa 
told me he'd a-kilt Shan ef she hadn't a-stepped in 
between 'em. He told Shan he'd beat him into a 
jelly ef either him or his womenfolks ever opened 
their mouth 'bout you ag'in. The next momin* 
he went to you at Aimt Millie's an' told you you 
might could repeat anything you knowed ag'inst 
him. Marshall told Babe all about hit so he could 
put him on guard to not let nobody tell you, 'cause 
he was skeered — ^hit — ^would shame you so hit would 
break your heart. He told Babe, Marshall did, that 
he give you permission to tell all about his reservoy 
scheme so you could prove to the people that you 
was their friend ag'inst him. An' he told Babe to 
paint him black to the people so they would think 
the more of you — an' so that they would — ^would 
stop sayin' — sayin'" — the knotted old hands were 
holding their interest well — "stop sayin' that you 
— ^was his property. — ^But Millie Davis an' Bud has 
been a-tellin' 'em sence that you jes turned 'ginst 
Marshall 'cause he had done got tired of you an' 
th'owed you off, an' that hit was all true — 'bout 
— 'bout you an' him. " 

It was only a faint little cry, but it went to the 
old man's heart, and he started and looked up with 
a hard pain in his throat as the girl sank with her 
arms and head prone on the table. 

Instantly One of the knotted and seamed hands 
was laid on the brown curls. It was shaking, and 
so was the old man's voice: 

"Marshall 'lowed that you was too frail to stand 
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knowin' 'bout their talk, but I knowed Welchel 
Dale's sperit, an' I knowed hit was tougher fibre 
than that. I knowed hit could stand the truth — 
* Uncle Beck' knowed hit could stand the truth an' 
be brave in face of hit, he knowed hit" — ^the old 
man's fingers were wandering tenderly among the 
tmnbled curls 

" Wa-al, wa-al " — ^he continued with a deep-drawn 
sigh — " things have jes gone from bad to worse, some- 
how, an' somebody told Marshall the other day that 
Bud an' Trav was a-goin' to — to — oh, I disremember 
the details now, but anyhow, Marshall come to the 
store yistiddy an' called out Trav an' Bud an' told 
'em right up an' down that ef they made another 
single move ag'inst you, he was a-goin' to kill 'em 
both on sight." 

A shudder ran through the girl's slight frame 
from head to foot, but she did not look up, and the 
old man continued: 

"So you see, honey, this here thing o' character 
is many-sided, an' we can't see all sides from jes 
one stand-p'int. Marshall th'owed his own plans to 
the wind to give you a chanct to win over your 
enemies, an' he has stayed here stubbomlike ever 
sence to see that nobody didn't do nothin' to you, 
though me an' Babe both have told him we wouldn't 
give ten cents for his skin ef he didn't light out. 

"TAo/, honey, is the coin John Marshall has 
bought me an' Babe with. An' we have decided 
betwixt us two that although we air goin' to fight 
the feller to the last through the courts 'bout this 
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here land business, we ain't a-goin' to stand by an' 
see him butchered. 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth — ^Ma'y 'Lizbeth, brace up, gal! 
Set up now — set up — ^that's hit, honey, that's hit — 
face the siterwation! Welchel Dale could face any- 
thing when he seen the way." 

"But, but," she faltered— "oh God, I've lost the 
way!" 

There was a long silence between them, and then 
the old man began to move about on tip-toe, as if 
death had entered the cabin door and summoned 
away something that was never more to return. 

When he came back to the girl who still sat with 
her face covered, he said in a half-whisper: 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth, gal, here's a letter what your 
guardeen sont me for you when you come home last 
fall. He said for you not to have it tell you had 
tried and failed. — ^You don't feel equal to hit now? 
— ^Wa-al, Uncle Beck will jes slip hit in your pocket 
here, an' you kin read hit when — ^when you're fed- 
in' more like hit. 

"Hit's Uncle Beck's own brave little gal, that's 
whose gal hit isl" 
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CHAPTER XXIV 

Mary Elizabeth did not count the remaining 
hours of that fateful day. When Uncle Beck 
brought her home in his buggy and entered with her 
to bespeak kindness toward her at the hands of the 
Davises, she slipped into her own room at once, and, 
throwing herself on her bed, lay with one white arm 
across her eyes without thought of the passage of 
time. 

The family had already returned from church, for 
she had been long at Uncle Beckys. The dinner 
hour must have come in due course, for there came 
a time when Babe tipped to the door to ask her if 
she wasn't "hongry," and if he couldn't fetch her 
something to eat. 

Then the long afternoon hours, too, must have 
passed somehow, for now the day noises were gradu- 
ally sinking into a drowsy quiet, and the night 
noises were stirring the forest. 

Then Babe tipped in again to ask if she wasn't 
hongry, and to receive again the same discouraging, 
but perfectly quiet reply — and then, bedtime soimds 
in the next room — and after a space, stillness. 

There seemed to elapse a long period of stillness, 
and then the girl struggled up to a sitting posture, 
and caught up and fastened her dishevelled hair. 

339 
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The atmosphere of the little room was very dose, 
too close to allow a body to think, or to care what 
happened. Outside it would be better, and the 
others were all asleep, they would not hear. 

She opened the door cautiously. Yes, it was 
black dark — ^but — lightning! And thunderheads! 
And the trees were beginning to stir. Over yonder 
among the great swaying pines, imder that pUed-up 
and surging blackness in the heavens, with now and 
again the white lightning over all, one might hope 
to shake off this killing niunbness, one might hope 
to think, to suffer, to live again! 

Mary Elizabeth slipped off the little porch in an 
interlude in the dense blackness, and hurried across 
the yard space, across the washed and rolling clay 
stretches, to seek inspiration of the now protest- 
ing pines. Yes, the wind was springing up, there 
was battle in the air! Giant and Titan were op- 
posed to each other. And out of the South the 
black wrack was being driven across the dim dark 
sky. Oh, for the lightning! 

The girl had flung herself down on the pine needles 
now, in the midst of the struggling hosts, but where 
she could watch the inky thunderheads boiling above. 
Oh, for the lightning! — ^the white lightning over all! 

And oh, for the power to suffer again! 

But it was gone! Gk)ne with all the rest — ^with 
the power to think, to hope, to laugh, to live; and 
nothing was left but the memory of the exquisite 
pain of it all, but this wild invocation to the spirit 
of the storm to descend again. 
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Suddenly, the girl flattened herself out on the 
brown earth with the instinct of the wild life from 
which she had sprung. She laid her ear to the 
ground. There were sounds approaching — sounds 
that were not of the coming storm. Footsteps, yes, 
heavy footsteps! 

Some one — something — ^was coming right toward 
her in the blackness! 

As swift as a snake that glides to shelter, the girl 
drew her lithe body across the pine straw to the foot 
of a giant pine. She flattened herself against .the 
great trunk; she glided slowly round it, and lay up 
against it as close as the clinging ivy might. Her 
every sense was alert. She had been bred in the 
hills and bom amidst their wildness, and the little 
more than a decade of higher civilization that had 
been vouchsafed to her suddenly fell away from her. 
She belonged to the hills, to the night, to whatever 
of storm threatened from the black wrack driving 
over, or from those heavy footsteps on the darker 
earth beneath. 

The footsteps! They were coming nearer! They 
must be on this side the gully — on this side the 
fence — they were here, Aere, right in this clmnp of 
pines, now — and now they were under this very tree 
— they were — oh, God! something was on the 
other side this very trunk to which she was clinging; 
if she would but reach out her hand she could touch 
— what it wast 

And now — ^voices! Mary Elizabeth's heart stood 
still to hear. 
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''What I want to know is, have you got enough of 
sidm' ag'in your own an' havin' that feller Marshall 
givin' warmn' to you an' me?" It was Bud Davis's 
voice that was speaking, and it sounded so near that 
the girl started as if he had spoken in her ear. In 
one of those moments of stillness that come just 
before a storm, Trav Williams's voice was easily 
recognizable in reply: 

"I ain't been a-sidin' ag'in my own, I've been 
workin' my might an' main to settle this thing in 
the way that would be easiest on us all." 

"Wa-al, have you got enough of hit?" 

"I've got enough of Beck Login, all right, an' I 
lay I'm goin' to stop his runnin' over ever'body In 
the settlement, an' a-takin' the part, imderhanded, 
of ever' damned stranger that comes prowlin' roimd. 
But you needn't a-think we kin make way with that 
devil on the hill as easy as we done with Wdchel 
Dale, an' have nobody bother to ast questions 'bout 
hit." 

"2?(w'//" 

"Don't what?" 

"Don't call names — don't call that name — some- 
body might hear!" 

TTie other's voice was grating and jeering as he 
replied: 

"You're skeered! You're skeered right this min- 
ute that Welchel Dale's sperit is hoverin' near!" 

"2?(w'//" 

The other laughed — ^"Do you know what tree 
this is?" 
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He was answered with an oath and the sound as 
of a man springing to his feet. 

"Yes," the jeering voice went on, " this is whar we 
done hit, an' ef ghosts cotdd ha'nt, Welchel Dale's 
sperit would raise hell with us to-night! — ^Set down, 
Bud. Don't play the coward." 

There was the sound as of the scraping of a man's 
shoulders against the rough bark, and then Bud 
Davis's voice again: 

"An' who's thar to ast questions about Marshall, 
I'd like to know? An' Shan's done sold out to him. 
Sold out to him! What you got to say 'bout that?" 

"That John Marshall'U never live to set foot on 
that place." 

"Do you mean hit, Trav, do you mean hit? — 
What was /Aa//" 

"Welchel Dale's sperit right behind you, Bud!" 
and Trav laughed again. 

A volley of oaths from the other was checked with: 

"Now look a-here. Bud, ef you're a-goin' to he'p 
settle this here business, you've got to git your nerve 
in better trainin'. I was jes tryin' you." 

"My nerve's all right for business, ef that's what 
you're up to, but I don't want no more foolin' with 
— ^with — dead an' gone troubles. Now what's your 
idea?" 

"We must finish him to-night" 

''Tonight?'' 

"To-night." 

"When?" 

"Jes 'fore day — 'long 'tween three an' four o'clock 
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is a good time. He'll be soundest asleep in that 
part o' the night." 

"How,Trav?" 

" Shoot him like a dog." 

"Which one of us?" 

"You an' me an' Ri Slaton an' ^pm Haskins an* 
Eli Thornton, an' ol' man Slocum's boys ef we need 
'em.— What you think?" 

" Git the Slociuns, of course." 

"I knowed you was a-goin' to say hit. Wa-al, 
ef you think hit'U take seven of us to stop one feller's 
breath, you kin go after the Slocmns yourself an' 
bring 'em to my house." 

"Will they all he'p, you reckon? Beck Login's 
got a powerful hold on 'em." 

The fierce oath that answered was followed by: 
"Don't you know the jig's up with us now ef we 
don't pull together? An' don't they all know hit 
by now? Why, I could a-got ever' man in the val- 
ley ef I'd a-wanted 'em — ^but I picked my men. Ri 
an' Jim an' Eli air a-goin' to meet thar 'bout mid- 
night, an' we'll have a little jamboree 'fore we start 
out — ^Lord — ^Lord — ^thar's Welchd Dale's sperit 
right behind you!" 

There was the instant shuffling of feet again, 
and oaths, followed by the noise of a man breaking 
his way through the bushes, and by a jeering laugh; 
then later, slower, more deliberate steps — ^and silence. 

And then the lightning! The white lightning over 
all! 

The hovering, menacing storm came down. Out 
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of the south it descended. The soft and purring 
south had waked to tiger fierceness. The primeval 
forest roared defiance, and the fight was on! 

Out from a dense group of the battling giants, 
away from the sheltering trunk to which* it had 
dung, a slight figure sprang — staggered, and recov- 
ered again — and then, heedless of falling boughs, 
heedless of the lick of the forked tongues of fire 
across the black sky, went running down the wind. 

Welchel Dale's spirit was abroad in the storm! 

But only for a short space was that phantom-like 
figure swept before the wind. The time came when 
the opposing hill had to be breasted, and, with it, a 
flanking movement of the blast that was now coming 
cold down the narrow trough between the moimtains. 
There came a time when the open roadway had to be 
abandoned for a pathless route through the crashing 
forest where there was nothing to point the way but 
the instinct of the woman of the hills and — the white 
lightning! 

Alive, awake at last! Oh, the fierce joy, the fierce 
pain of it ! Oh, the wild ecstasy of heroic suffering — 
now, now that the storm had come down! 

Blown panting against a jagged rail fence among a 
tangle of blackberry bushes one minute, clinging to a 
yoimg sapling and bending with it against a sudden 
blast at another, or prone on the ground with her 
ear to the trembling earth, the girl was fightingly 
awajLc • 

She, Mary Elizabeth, could save him! She could 
save him! 

A sudden gust swept her against a huge bowlder 
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and pinioned her to it, but she only lay against it, 
lithe and ready to attack again. 

Oh, those hours of death in life, where now was 
their cruel significance — ^now that the storm had come 
down? As lig^t as the pine needles now flying before 
the wind those petty indignities, those petty slanders, 
had been swept away by a descending storm that 
stripped truth to a naked cruelty tod left only the 
great primal facts of life to survive. 

They were going to murder John MarshaUl And 
the girl flimg herself against the blast again. 

For a hundred yards, perhaps, she prevailed, and 
then a sudden gust caught her, twisted her aroimd, 
and flimg her face downward among a wreck of shiv- 
ered boughs whose sharp projections tore her tender 
flesh. 

They were going to murder John MarshaUl But 
she could creep to him — creep to him on her hands 
and knees, even in the face of the wind. But it was 
hard, desperately hard, and the wind must perforce 
have conquered if the great raindrops had not come 
to the rescue. 

She could stand upright now, for it was rain against 
wind, and she was forgotten in that mightier struggle. 
But the rain brought hail — a fierce, cold, pounding 
hail — ^that beat on her bowed head and arms till she 
cried out with the pain of it. But 

They were going to murder John Marshall! And 
she struggled on. 

John Marshall flung another log on his fire and sat 
down again to listen to the storm. 
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Heavens! but it was coming fast and furious now! 
It must be tearing those trees limb from limb; but 
they were dying hard, for the deep and sullen roar 
which they sent up was of the death struggle of all 
wild things that fight to the last. 

What a night to be out in ! — ^and he pimched up the 
fire again. 

Magazines and papers had been pushed aside. 
His pipe lay xmlighted at his elbow. Somehow, he 
could not get down to reading to-night. His brain 
was on fire with what he sighted beyond: The dream 
dty yonder on the plains — ^the forge of another Vul- 
can — and here, his moimtain lake, his source of in- 
exhaustible power and future setting for costly sum- 
mer homes and club-houses for those who could pay 
his price. 

He had conquered — ^he was lord of all he surveyed! 
He had won out against the cataclysm of opposing 
odds. He could now push to a finish his demonstra- 
tion to the man within him — ^he could do great things 
as well as dream them! But 

The girl in the firelight there, what did it mean for 
her? 

And when, in all the bitter season now almost past, 
did the draughts through the crannies of this cursed 
den ever nm so cold? The haunted house ! — ^haunted 
by a something that shadowed the last of its race! 

Hail, now! And heavy lightning, and ripping 
winds again! 

Was she afraid to-night? 

John Marshall stood up uneasily and looked about 
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him. Something was getting on his nerves. Was it 
that this weird and imcanny roost he had seized on 
was at last fastening its influence on him, or was it 
the wild night — or both? Somehow the wind went 
through him to the marrow to-night, and the cry of 
the storm pierced him like a note of human anguish. 

Was she safe to-night? Was she? She was such a 
frail little body — such a frail little spirit! 

God knew that he had done what he could to pro- 
tect her ! He had tried to remove her from the troub- 
les which compassed her about, but she had refused 
to go. To save her from persecution, he had offered 
up for sacrifice the ambitions of his manhood, but all 
to no avail for her. When perils closed about him, 
he had doggedly remained near her still to protect. 
And here he was, and here he would continue as long 
as she remained — ^that much was settled! 

Yes, the devil was to pay with the whole situation, 
but he had scored one against him yesterday when he 
took the dilemma by the horns and warned that 
Davis viper and Williams not to raise a finger against 
the girl. 

That he would have to take these two men in hand 
before their persecution of Mary Elizabeth should 
culminate in their dismissing her from her position, 
he had realized ever since he had known of their 
compact; but his unexpected acquisition of the 
Thaggin farm had hastened the climax. The trade 
accomplished, it had suddenly been borne in upon 
him that the moment these men should learn by the 
disappearance of the Thaggins of his trimnph over the 
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valley, that moment would their wrath break over 
the ianocent object of their persecution, on account 
of her supposed connection with him. So he had de- 
liberately sought these men in public and put them 
on notice. But this forcing of the issue had been at 
greatly increased risk to himself. 

He ought to have had time to summon help before 
hazarding general trouble with these fierce natives. 
The Thaggin farm was his now, as so was every 
other foot of land that he had coveted. It was only 
a question of a few days before he would have here 
some hundred men to do his bidding, in face of whose 
overpowering force the Uttle handful of hillites and 
their petty hates would weigh as the pine needles 
before the wind. 

He had had to seize the Thaggin farm when it was 
offered, but he had hoped that the news of the dis- 
appearance of the owners would not be noised about 
untU he got time to summon the workmen from 
the camp. Still, in weighing the matter, he had 
realized how frail was such a hope, and so he had 
promptly delivered his ultimatmn to Williams and 
Davis. If the Thaggins should be missed at once, 
he had reasoned, the chances were that Bud Davis 
would turn on Mary Elizabeth for her suspected 
alliance with him and drive her 

God, what a night to be out in! 

So he had given Bud his warning in order to fore- 
stall any act of violence from him; but, as he had said 
to Babe, he was no fool — ^he knew what it might 
mean for himself. Trav Williams and Bud Davis, 
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with a pack at their heeb, had set upon Welchel Dale 
in the night. Yes^ he was up against it. 

And he knew yesterday that he would be up 
against it, if he should throw caution to the wind and 
fling down the gauntlet to those two. He really 
ought to have sent the boys at the camp word by the 
ThagginSy but he had not, and all on account of Fred 
Bearing. Yes, but he had done only the square thing 
by Fred. If he had sent word that a crisis had come, 
Dealing would have come to him — ^he knew it. But 
Dealing was imalterably opposed to his splendid proj- 
ect, and it would somehow have been taking an 
imderhold on the fellow to allow obligations of friend- 
ship to mix him up with the scheme in any degree. 
Fred was leaving for home to-morrow and then he 
could smnmon help against any concerted attack 
incited by Davis and Williams— if the morrow should 
come for him. 

And, added to this unwillingness to involve Dear- 
ing in a scheme to which he was so bitterly opposed, 
was the very flimsy but very hiunan reason of want- 
ing to be able to drop in on the boys Monday night 
with the news that the deeds to ^e last necessary 
foot of land had been recorded — that he had won his 
fight for mastery, single-handed. The boys at the 
camp had laughed, he hotly remembered. So, he had 
sent his perfectly non-committal note by the Thag- 
gins, and here he was! 

But he was not going to be caught napping! The 
haunted house presented impenetrable walls of logs 
to the enemy, and the one small window and two 
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doors had been made strong with iron hooks and bars. 
Besides, a repeating Winchester and a brace of good 
pistols with plenty of cartridges were not to be dis- 
counted. He would make a night of it, and be ready 
for anything that should come. 

But such a night ! Surely even Trav Williams and 
that Bud Davis would dioose another and more 
clement night in which to pay their respects to him. 
Not even they would choose to face that storm. 

It was coming even fiercer now, and with rain, and 
hail — a poimding, beating hail! Praise be to the 
Lares and Penates of the haunted house for their 
shelter from this cruel night! 

Suddenly, Marshall grasped his Winchester — a, 
knock, a very distinct knock, sounded on the door. 

He waited some moments in dead silence, and then 
called: 

"Who is it?" 

But only the echo answered him. 

'*Who is it?" he called again. The wind replied, 
and the beating hail, and under and over and 
through it all, the roar of the whipped pines like the 
sound of many waters. 

Marshall retreated to the wall at the side of the 
door where the thick logs interposed between him 
and whatever rifle message might shortly be sent 
him. 

"Who is it?" he shouted for the third time. But 
still no answer came to him except from the raging 
night 

V\^th ear and eye alert he watched for some sign of 
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disturbance at the door, and he moved closer and 
looked at the crack beneath it expecting to see the 
muzzle of a rifle, when — ^his eye fell upon something 
that looked like a wisp of hair — ^long, dark hair — 
blowing through the crevice. 

John Marshall never remembered how he got that 
door open, and never did he forget the face of the 
imconsdous girl as she lay on his doorstep with the 
wind and rain and hail beating down upon her. 

The next moment, he was holding her high in his 
arms and the rain was swirling in on the two of them 
and the lamp had been blown out. 

It was a quick struggle to shut and bar out the 
storm again, and then Marshall was down on knees 
before the glowing fire with his cold, wet little bur- 
den still in his arms. 

It was well that there was only the wild night to 
hear the torrent of wild things (iiat he said to her, 
and only the glowing firelight to see him press his 
tortured face to her imanswering heart, while he 
called, again and again, and all unconsciously, on the 
God that even godless men keep in the unexplored 
depths of them for the extremities of their need. 

It might have been only a few moments or it might 
have been many that he knelt there before the fire 
with the unconscious girl in his arms; but after a time 
he had his answer, for a little quivering sigh was 
slowly drawn through her lips, she turned her head 
slightly, and then her eyelids trembled and opened 
slowly. John Marshall's face was very close to hers 
and her first look was into his eyes. 
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He called her by her name with the best show that 
he could put up of calmness, but she, did not answer. 
She only looked at him wonderingly, then smiled a 
slow, happy, meaningless smile, and fainted again. 

Marshall got back his nerve somehow, and in a 
few minutes had her laid on a pile of pillows before 
the fire and was putting some brandy between her 
lips. 

When she again opened her eyes, it was in no 
state of happy forgetting, for with the light of con- 
sciousness this time came instant imderstanding and 
instant terror. 

"Quick, they are coming to kill you!" she cried, 
and she struggled to rise. 

Marshall caught her and pushed her gently back 
among the pillows. His face was drawn as he asked : 

"But you, you! For God's sake, how is it with 
you?" 

"/? " said the girl, wonderingly, and then, as a sud- 
den wave of memory brought back why it was he 
feared for her, she exclaimed: 

"Oh, I am a// right— nohcAy has been imkind to 
me. But you — ^they are coming to kill you, I tell 
you!" 

"Has Bud Davis been saying anything cruel to 
you?" he insisted; "tell me the truth," and he be- 
came conscious for the first time that he was hold- 
ing her against the pillows by both arms. 

"No, no, on my honor, no! But they are coming 
to-night — ^Bud and Trav Williams, and Ri Slaton and 
— ^and — ^there are seven of them. They are coming 
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at three o'clock to-night, and they are going to shoot 
you! What time is it? Quick! What/imeisit?" 

"Twenty-three minutes to eleven. Do be qtiiet. 
I have nearly half the night to get ready for them, 
lie still, child; don't you know that you are half 
dead!" 

The girl sank back on the pillows with something of 
relief in her eyes at the knowledge that the hour for 
the descent of the murderous crew was not imminent. 

"And you came through this storm to tell me! 
You did this for me. You did this for me!" he kept 
saying over and over again, as he busied himself in 
spreading out her wet skirts before the glowing fire 
and in arranging across the pillow the mass of limp 
dark hair that was beginning to curl to life again im- 
der the warmth. 

She was lying partly on her hair, and he tried to 
lift her shoulder gently to free it, when the girl cried 
out in pain. 

" What is it ? " he asked, startled. " Oh, your poor 
little arm and shoulder — ^how on earth did it hap- 
pen?" 

She looked at the caxise of the man's deep concern 
and saw that the sleeve and shoulder of her dress had 
been almost torn away and that her white flesh was 
streaked with blood. So much of her little body 
ached that she had not before realized how much 
her arm pained her. 

" I was blown down on something sharp once," she 
answered, as she put one hand up to gather her torn 
sleeve together, and turned her face away from the 
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sight of the fresh blood. " Just wrap a towel or some- 
thing about it, so I can't see it, please — ^I " 

Marshall hurriedly relit the lamp to examine the 
arm by a steadier light than the leaping fire afforded, 
and now came back and knelt beside her. 

"You must let me see how badly it is hurt," he 
said qxiietly. " It's all right for me to do it; take your 
hand away, now. My — ! The flesh is torn — a lit- 
tle — and there are some splinters in it. Just lie still.'' 

He stirred about the room for some minutes and 
Mary Elizabeth's eyes followed him as he moved. 
When he came back to her side, he had a basin of 
water with him and a lot of white things. 

"I am going to hurt you a little," he said, still 
steadily, "but these splinters will have to come out. 
Then we'll bathe it with an antiseptic and bandage 
it up." There was so much of the qtiiet assurance 
of the ph3rsician in his tone that the girl gave a 
swift, curious glance up into his face. His lips were 
set tight. She glanced down — ^the long, strong hands 
that were always so sure of themselves were shaking. 
Then she shut her eyes again, and kept them shut 
as the man laid bads: the tattered sleeve and min- 
istered to her woimded arm with infinite tenderness 
of touch, but with voice held down to the dead level 
of the scientific while he worked. 

And in between the sharp pains that he inflicted, 
Mary Elizabeth detailed to him the plot which had 
been burnt into her soul by the white lightning. 
She remembered every word that had been spoken, 
and she repeated what she had heard. 
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Once Marshall paused a moment for a swift, sure 
glance into her eyes. It was at the mention of his 
warning to the two men. But the girl looked away 
and asked: 

"What did you warn them about?" 

He went back to his bandaging, but with a quick 
hardening of feature as he replied, briefly: 

"Told them to keep off my preserves." 

The long lashes swept her cheeks suddenly, but 
he was too busy to see. 

When he had fastened the last bandage, he gath- 
ered up the torn edges of the dress sleeve and shoul- 
der in a business-like fashion and, somehow, pinned 
them together again. Mary Elizabeth was strug- 
gling to help him now, and her cheeks were flaming. 

Then he gathered up the white things that were 
left, together with the basin, and carried them back to 
the mysterious from whence they had been produced. 

The girl followed him with her eyes — qxiiet till he 
began to take down the heavy bar that secured the 
rear door, when she was on her feet in an instant. 
The bar was a little difficult to remove, however, and 
he had not succeeded in lifting it from its brackets 
before the frightened girl was beside him, clinging 
to his arm. 

"Don't, donHt^^ she cried. "Oh, can't you see 
that you'll be offering yourself as a target? How do 
you know how many others are in this plot against 
you? DonHr 

"But I've got to see if the rain has stopped," he 
protested. 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 357 

"What difference does the rain make to us?" 

"Why — ^why, I've got to take you home as soon 
as it holds up." 

"But " 

" But what? " He was looking at her very straight. 

"But — I'm not going." Her hands had dropped 
from his arm^ but he did not shift his own position 
a half-inch. His eyes were still on her face, still 
intense. 

"Why not?" he asked very quietly. 

"Because" — and the girl slowly raised her head 
and answered his steady gaze with a gaze as steady 
— "because, if I stay I can bring those men to 
their senses. I saved the life of. Ri Slaton's sick 
baby not long ago, and he knows it and is grateful 
to me; and the two Slocxmis, poor fellows, are both 
of them in love with me. TTien Trav Williams and 
Bud have confessed in my hearing to the murder of 
my father — I can hold that over them, if persuasion 
fails. You must go — ^you must ride for your life 
to the camp, and I'll stay here and txun them back 
— or, even if the worst comes to the worst, I can 
greatly delay them from following you." 

"Go, and leave yaUy girl? Did you believe that 
I would do it?" 

He noticed that she shivered in the draught from 
aroimd the ill-fitting door, and he left the bar in its 
place and hiuried her back to the fire. 

"The sooner you get dry, the sooner I can take 
you back where you belong," he said, with a grim 
touch of command in his voice. 
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"But Tm not going." 

"Yes, you are." 

"WeU-^if I let you take me back, will you ride 
right on to the camp?" 

"Mary Elizabeth," he b^an with tender impa- 
tience, and he took a seat on the edge of the table 
and assumed an argumentative attitude, "this is 
one time when you Ve got to let me use my own judg- 
ment without a row. To begin with, Selim has been 
wantonly lamed by some unknown fiend, and Donnie 
is at the camp. There is absolutely nothing here 
to ride on. To end with, there are reasons— impera- 
tive reasons— why I should remain here and let the 
inevitable dash between Trav Williams and myself 
come now. Bud Davis is out of the question, but 
Williams is a man, and he and I have got to get 
down to it, sooner or later. 

"Then, if he attacks me h^re, I can kill him 
without getting into trouble over it. Of course, I 
don't enjoy the idea of the numbers he is plotting 
to bring against me — ^Why, child, don't you get 
scared about that — ^the pibneer Indian fighters never 
had a better block-house than this, and IVe got 
ammunition to bum. You see, as soon as I get you 
home " 

"But I'm not going home. No, listen to me! 
Let me stay here; and when I hear them coming, 
I'll go out to meet them— listen, I tell you, it's my 
time to talk — I'll take a lantem along to show them 
who I am so they won't hurt me. And they won't 
hurt me^ not even Trav Williams would do that. — 
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Hush, and let me finish! — I can turn the Slocnms 
back, and I can turn Ri Slaton back. Bud Davis is 
wildly afraid of my father's spirit — ^I'll give him the 
scare of his life! And if Trav Williams is afraid of 
the law, I'll scare him too. Don't you see what a 
help I'll be to you?" 

" God ! But you are precious ! " 

His eyes had deepened to intensity as the girl 
kindled before him, and the sudden exclamation 
now burst from him all imawares. The next mo- 
ment, however, he throttled the mood that was 
upon him, for the girl had drawn insensibly away, 
startled by his vehemence. 

"No," he said, slowly, and he picked up a maga- 
zine from the table and idly opened it in his attempt 
to appear master of himself — "it's a piece with 
your coming here to-night, through this storm — this 
wanting to stay and help me fight it out. But it 
can't be, girl, it can't be." 

"It's going to be." There was a bridled some- 
thing in her voice, too, this time. 

The man raised his eyes from the book that he 
was fingering and looked steadily at her. 

"Mary Elizabeth," he said, "there is a reason — 
an all-conquering reason — ^why you must not be 
foimd here even in the capacity of a messenger of 
fate. I'm going to take you home." 

"I know the reason," she replied, "but it is not 
all-conquering." 

The man's restless fingers stopped still with a half- 
tumed page between them. 
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"I know the talk," the girl continued. "Uncle 
Beck told me — ^he told me all about it I know 
why" — she was white to her temples, but she brought 
her averted glance back to his own binning gaze — 
"I know why you let me jeopardize your dearest 
interests and rouse these people against you. I 
know why you stayed here after you thought you 
had failed — ^when Melissa Thaggin refused to sign 
those deeds. Uncle Beck told me. He tdd me all 
about it. He told me that you told Babe to paint 
you black to the people, so they would think the 
more of me for what I had done for them. Uncle 
Beck told me that you went to Trav Williams and 
Bud and told them that you were going to kill them 
on sight if they made a move against me. I know 
how you have" — and the long lashes swept her 
cheeks for a moment — ^"how you have struggled to 
keep me from hearing; Babe told Uncle Beck that 
you said it would — ^break my heart. But you didn't 
know me. My father could face anything when he 
saw his way. I am his child." 

"You — ^knew — all this? Then you know what it 
would mean for you to be foimd here to-night?" 

"Yes, I know." 

The next instant he had snatched her to his 
breast. 

"Don't!" she cried, struggling against his fierce 
kisses as he bent her little body back till the lamp- 
light swept her white face — "(fow'Z — oh, don't! I 
came here to-night because — ^I — ^felt that I could 
come!" 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 361 

She staggered from the instant release of his sup- 
porting anns and caught by the big table. Marshall 
dropped into a chair and covered his face with his 
hands. 

After a long minute he got up and crossed the 
room to the rear door again. He imbarred it and 
flimg it open. 

The girl's hands met in a spasmodic clasp, but this 
time she did not interfere. She only stood still till 
he should move again. And it seemed to her an 
imconsdonable time that he stood there with his 
back to her and his face to the whipping winds, 
but after that immeasured time of fear, he closed 
and barred the door again, and came back to the 
fire. 

"The clouds are blacker than ever," he said, as 
he busied himself with the fire. "I am afraid 
we'll have a good little wait before we can start 
back." 

"Yes, we'll have a good little wait before we start 
back," she replied. 

Marshall turned quickly from the fire: 

"Of course you know that you arc going." 

"No, I know that I am going to stay." 

"Mary Elizabeth, do you really imderstand that 
it is your reputation which is at stake?" 

"And your life—yes^ I imderstand." 

"But the stakes are not of equal value." He was 
as quiet now, as direct and simple as herself. In 
the face of the fate overhanging, the veneerings had 
dropped away and the two of them had got down to 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



362 THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

essentials. '^The stakes are not of equal value/' he 
insisted. 

"No/' she replied, "a man's life is worth more 
than a woman's reputation." 

"And where on God's earth did you get your 
standards?" 

"Not from the men about me; from the woman 
here/' and she laid her hand on her breast. 

"The woman there/' he said, "the woman there, 
Mary Elizabeth, is the truest woman in the world, 
but she has lied to you!" 

"She has told me only what is true." 

"Not when the life is mine and the reputation 
yours. — ^Mary," he said, and his bronzed face paled 
as he said it, "you are the only spotless thing that 
has touched my life. I wiU not sacrifice you." 

Suddenly, a terrific crash of thimder diivered the 
momentary qxiiet; and then the four winds of 
heaven seemed to gather themselves together and 
hurl their combined Strength upon the haimted 
cabin in final reckoning of its evil accoimts. The 
heavens opened and the rains descended in sheets 
again; the thimders boomed along the sky; the 
four winds of heaven, opposed now as to which 
should drink deq)est of vengeance, grappled in a 
struggle for mastery in which the ghost trees that 
sentinelled the haunted groimd were torn from their 
stiff, dead hold upon the accursed earth and flung 
prone upon it, or left naked of whatever stark limbs 
they dared to oppose to the avenging winds of 
heaven. 
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The man and the girl looked at each other — a long 
understanding look — ^and then they returned — ^he 
with heaving breast to the glow of the red fire — she, 
with eyes dark with mystery, to the spirit of the 
storm. 
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Another rending, shivering blast tore its way 
through the dead forest, and the man turned to the 
woman who had come to him through the storm. 

Her head was up, and her dark, limp locks were 
flimg back. She was looking away, through the near 
and visible, to the distant unseen. 

"What are you thinking about? '* he asked. 

"TAo//" 

"The storm?" 

"Yes— storm." 

The man shifted his position a little imeasily but 
his eyes were still upon her, trying to read through 
the dightly averted face what lay beneath. 

"It^s like that," he said, "the breaking down and 
tearing away of old dead and useless things by the 
onward sweep of progress. It always seems cruel 
and terrible, but old things must go down." 

"Old loves— old faiths?" she breathed. 

"Yes, and resisting longest, old hates," the man 
replied. 

"'The right of the strongest'!" 

John Marshall got up restlessly and changed the 
position of his chair, but the girl turned a little away 
from the new view he commanded of her face. 
It was as if she were to be forever a little beyond his 
imderstanding. 

364 
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"Why, yes," he said. "The strongest must pre- 
vail. It is that way in nature. And it is that way 
in society — even all government is, in the last analJ^• 
sis, by the right of the strongest. — ^Progress," he con- 
tinued, after a moment's pause in which the soimd of 
dead things' being swept before the blast filled up the 
interlude — "progress is often accompanied by seem- 
ing cruelty, but since it is progress — that must be the 
justification of its agent." 

The girl turned to him. 

" TAa/," she said, "is one of your mistakes. God 
used Pharaoh to pimish the Children of Israel to their 
ultimate good, but He did not justify Pharaoh." 

"Isn't it hitting below the belt to quote Scripture 
to a man who does not subscribe to it?" 

The dark eyes fixed his own for a moment of in- 
quiry, and then turned again to the imseen. The 
man experienced a curious, sinking feeling of being 
by himself, alone, imable to follow. 

"And you are really going to take these people's 
homes away from them? You are really going to do 
this thing? " The desolate moan of a departing gust 
interposed between question and reply. 

"If you insist on putting it that way— yes." 

"I have always tried to believe that when the test 
came, you would not do it." 

The man rose quickly from his chair and began 
walking up and down the room. 

"Don't you see," he urged, with the old masterful 
finality, "that if land belongs to the first who seizes 
it, then, by the same token, it will belong to any 
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other who can take it for himself? In urging the 
claims of these people, you are but jxistifying me." 

She did not look away as he paused before her in 
challenge, but she was still immeasiurably removed. 

"I don^t think you have ever been quite fair to 
me," she returned steadily. '^ You have always had 
the intellectual advant^e, and you have never 
scrupled to use it against me. You, somehow, won't 
meet me with my own weapons." 

Something swept the old dominating self of him 
out of his strong face as he answered: 

"Mary Elizabeth, you'll have to remember that I 
have never known you before to-night — ^that I do 
not know you now. Speak to me in terms of your- 
self, and let me try to imderstand." 

The look with which she answered reached out to 
him across the space between. 

"Why," she replied, "this thing that you have 
wrought here is a tragedy as big as the hxunan heart 
is big. Ultimate good — even if ultimate good had 
been your motive — could not jxistify or excuse it. 
Progress is not something to be forced down the 
throat of a people, it is something that must develop 
from within them. Yes, I know — ^the stimulus often 
comes from without, but it should come as a stimulus 
only, and not as a destroying force that outrages the 
traditions of a people and leaves scars that never 
heal." 

She paused for his reply, but he only said: "Go 



on. 



The furious night interposed, and for a space the 
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girl listened with head up and lips apart. The man 
was studying her face when she turned to him again. 

"And it is not," she said, "as if this project of 
yours were their one and only chance. Others would 
have come, not to violate, to destroy — ^but to inspire. 
Oh," she cried in sudden passionate appeal to him, 
"it is not just these few little moxmtain acres that 
are in contest — ^it's what they stand for! You 
know — ^you must fed what it would mean to take the 
fight out of a man, to — to show him up to himself as 
incapable of defending, of proving, of justifying, that 
which is in the deepest sense, himself. You must 
know!" 

The man suddenly put up his hand in a gesture of 
defence: 

"I don^t believe that it goes that deep with them," 
he protested. 

"You know Babe Davis? You know the man in 
him? This thing that you have done is going to 
destroy him! It makes little difference now how 
Babe got his pitiful little plot of groimd, his crude 
traditions. The only thing that signifies now is, 
shall he keep inviolate that which stands for the 
achievements of his fathers? Shall his ideals be left 
to him?" 

"'Ideals,'" protested the man, "ideals themselves 
are subject to change. How else could we progress? " 

"To change, yes, but not to annihilation. Even 
poor Babe could change from within — he has 
changed, grown, for your sake and for mine." 

''Dan'tr 
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"Oh, you don't like my weapons? Well, you are 
going to show Babe up to himself in his pitiful inad- 
equacy. You are going to violate before his eyes 
the temples of his faith and show him how powerless 
he is to defend them." 

"But, Mary, I — I have long determined to make it 
all right with Babe. I" — somehow his voice lacked 
the assxurance that usixally characterized it — "I have 
always intended to make him indepen — " the girl 
smiled bitterly and the man hastened to correct, "I 
have always meant to give him — to pay him for 
what he lost through me." 

"Do you know of any largess that would repay a 
man for the right to be a man?" 

"But — ^you put things so cruelly. I'm not deny- 
ing to Babe Davis the right to " 

"Doesn't every man have the right to be a man in 
his own way? On his own plane? " 

"Every man but myself," he replied, with sudden 
bitterness. 

There was again the note of himian anguish in the 
cry of the storm outside, and the next moment the 
girl was clinging to his arm. 

"Say that ydu did it for their sakes as well as for 
your own," she pleaded. "Say that you took this 
step with their best good at heart!" 

White to the temples, the man shrank imder her 
clinging touch, but he looked straight into her 
eyes. 

"I will not, I will not lie to you," he protested. 

*Then — then" — ^her tight little hands would not 
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be shaken oflF, and she held his gaze by the power of 
her own — ^''then give it up!" 

''Nor 

"Yes." 

"I cannot." 

" Give it up for my sake." 

" No, not for your sake. — ^Maxy , listen to me. My 
word is pledged, my business integrity is at stake. I 
have borrowed thousands of dollars for which I could 
give no security except my word. This deal for gov- 
ernment lands I had to put through by myself, be- 
caxise I was obliged to swear that there was no com- 
pany of men to be benefited by the use of the lands. 
It was a case of colossal daring. I had to own the 
whole scheme. Yesterday, I needed an immense sum 
for the project down yonder to keep it from going 
imder. I wired to two friends of mine for financial 
backing, oflFering nothing but my word as security. 
They came to my rescue and saved the scheme. It 
will take the success of this project here to meet 
the obligations that I have incurred. — ^Don*t you 
see " 

" I see " — slowly — " that it has become a choice be- 
tween injustice to the rich and injustice to the poor." 

He was still looking straight into her eyes. "I 
can't hope to make you imderstand," he said, with 
despairing impatience, "that on the one side there is 
no legitimate claim to the property involved. But 
you will know what I mean when I say that my word 
is given." 

"But/' urged the girl, and her slight hands felt the 
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tightening of the muscles in the arm to which she still 
clung — "but, when the choice is between faith to 
one's word and faith to an eternal principle — ^what 
then?'' 

" Few men are sure of * eternal principles.' It has 
to suffice for most of us to keep the faith we pledge." 

Suddenly the little clinging hands were laid hard 
against the man's heaving breast and the eyes dark 
with mystery were holding his own to themselves. 

"If you love me, you'll give this up," she said. 

"If I love you, I'll break my word?" 

"Yes, if you put it that way." 

The man looked into her eyes for a full minute, and 
then deliberately took her hands from his breast and 
put them from him. 

"Then I don't love you," he said. 

A loud knock at the door went through the two 
of them like an electric shock, and the man wheeled 
and faced the direction from which the siunmons 
came. The girl was beside him in an instant, but he 
cau^t her by her two arms and hurried her to the 
side wall out of gun-shot range. 

"Who is it?" he called. 

"Babe Davis." 

The two looked at each other. It was Babe Da- 
vis's voice that had answered, unmistakably. 

Marshall sprang to the door to open it, and Mary 
Elizabeth leaned back against the wall, weak widi 
the sudden release to her taut nerves. The great 
iron bar was quickly removed and the door flxmg 
open. Sure enough, there, silhouetted against the 
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outer blackness, stood Babe Davis, towering, gaxint, 
and wet to the bone. 

Marshall's hand was stretched out instantly. 

"Come in. Babe, come in!" he exclaimed. 

But Babe Davis swept aside the hand that was held 
out in welcome and strode past Marshall into the 
room. His back was to the girl, who now stood 
speechless with wonder, as he turned and waited in 
grim silence while Marshall re-barred thie door. 

It was the work of a minute to replace the great 
bar in its brackets, and then Marshall came directly 
up to the man who had entered, saying steadily, and 
not unkindly: 

"Well, what is it. Babe?" 

"You an' me have got to have it out to-night!" 
said the hillite. 

"Oh," exclaimed Marshall — and the girl who was 
watching his face suddenly feared him to her very 
marrow — "so you, too, are in this murderous scheme 
against me! You constituted yourself their enter- 
ing wedge because you kn^w that I trusted you! 
You'll " 

A sudden commanding gesture of a gaxmt, brown 
hand stopped him with his sentence imfinished. 

"No, I ain't in with Trav Williams an' them. I 
wouldn't go in with 'em. But I've said two things, 
stranger, that I'm here to make good. I've said that 
I ain't a-goin' to see you shot down 'thout a chance 
to defend yourse'f. So take notice: the crowd's 
a-comin' fur you before daylight. An' while they're 
plannin' to cdl you outen bed an' shoot you, you kin 
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bet they will be ready to change their programme to 
suit any siterwation they find. An* further, stranger, 
I've said you wa'n't a-goin' to take a foot o' my 
father's land away from me while I lived. You didn't 
b'lieve me 'bout the land, stranger, b'caxise I didn't 
cuss an' bluster when I said hit; but I meant hit jes 
the same. Now will you give up this land-grabbin' 
projec' an' leave these parts fur good?" 

"I wiU not!" 

With a steadiness of nerve that had in it a sugges- 
tion of fate, the moxmtaineer laid two long knives on 
the table before him. "Then take your choice, 
stranger. We'll settle this thing, man to man, fair 
an' square, before the others git here. Ef you kin 
kill me, you'll have time to Hght out." 

The girl in the backgroxmd stole silently forward. 
She was enveloped in shadow — the shadow that 
towered behind the moxmtaineer, reflecting more 
nearly the bigness of his spirit than it did the gaxmt 
proportions of the grotesque figure. In one of those 
moments of instantaneous photographic impression, 
Marshall felt that she was at one with the man 
of her people — ^that she, too, was challenging. He 
gave one quick, comprehending glance at her over 
the other man's shoulder, then folded his arms and 
addressed himself to the man: 

" Davis," he said quietly, " I shall enjoy, in a 
way, the chance to settle with Trav Williams and 
your brother, but I have no intention of fighting 
you. No, you are mistaken there! The fact of the 
business is, I have bad first-class athletic training, 
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and Td have every advantage of you. Listen a mo- 
ment: I have always liked and respected you for 
giving me my orders about Mary Elizabeth. I have 
honored and trusted you for your faith in her and 
your goodness to her. For this I want to be friends 
with you." 

The mountaineer before him and the woman in 
the shadow that he cast did not move a hair's 
breadth, and John Marshall continued: "Through 
the carelessness of your forefathers you have been 
worked a great injustice. I am the direct agent of 
that injustice, and I'm sorry that it had to be so. 
If you will be friends, I'll promise to set you up in 
life, ten times more comfortable than you have ever 
been—" 

Again the gaimt brown hand went up: 

"Never mind 'bout what you air a-goin' to give 
me, stranger, for I'm not acceptin' of charity. The 
question between us is, air you a-goin' to try to 
take my land? ^^ 

The girl in the shadow started silently as John 
Marshall, with subtly changed face, answered, grimly: 

"I have already taken it." 

"Then pick up one o' them thar knives." 

"I'll not do it." 

''Pick hit up r 

"No." 

"Then, by God, I'll make you glad to!" The 
infuriated hiUite caught up the nearest weapon and 
drew back with it, but his right arm was seized from 
behind by the woman in the shadow. Not by main 
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strength did she detain him, but by the sheer sur- 
prise of the move. 

He turned and looked into her face: 

"MaV 'Lizbeth, you— here /" 

The girl was looking up into his eyes— appeal- 
ing first, then frightened, then with sudden heart- 
break. 

"Oh, Babe, you too!" she cried, dropping her face 
on the hands with which she still restrained him. 

All the hate of which his race was capable gath- 
ered in the dark face of the man as he looked for one 
moment on the bowed head of the girl. In another 
instant, however, his wrath broke, and he flxmg her 
from him with an oath. 

John Marshall caught and steadied her and was at 
the moxmtaineer so quickly that the actions seemed 
from one impulse. The next thing the sinewy native 
knew, his arms were pinioned in a strange new 
fashion, and he was as helpless as a child, in the 
hands of his captor. 

"It's no test of which of us is the better man, 
Babe," Marshall panted; "it's a trick learned from 
the Japs. Now, keep your temper and listen. — 
She's worth sacrificing for yet. It's a lie — what you 
thought then — she came here through the storm 
to warn me because she overheard their plan to 
shoot me without giving me a dog's chance; and 
she came knowing what they would think about her 
if they foxmd her here — ^but she never could have 
dreamed that you, Babe — ^that you would misjudge 
her." 
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The girl sank to the floor, and the next moment, 
the two men were kneeKng beside her. 

"Ma'y 'Lizbeth — ^honey — " one of them was say- 
ing tenderly, when all suddenly — the night was filled 
with voices — ^voices calling, voices hallooing, voices 
cursing! 

For one moment of stimned silence the two men 
looked at each other across the half-fainting girl, and 
then one of them whispered, hoarsely: 

"Tell 'em I fetched her here to try to git you to 
give up" — and then — "You kin fight hit out with 
them now; I'll not jiunp on you with the whole 
crew agin you." 

"Then take care of her," and he sprang for his gun. 

A rifle-ball stimg its way through the front door 
and biuied itself in a log of the wall beyond. Mar- 
shall quickly tiuned out the lamp, but a fitful blaze 
flared from the end of a glowing hickory chimk, 
threatening to play traitor to the strongholdi 

At the sharp ring of the missile, the girl was on 
her feet, and before the dull Babe could realize what 
she was doing, she had darted to the centre table, 
snatched up a pistol, and was beside John Marshall, 
ready for fight. 

But with one movement of his arm he swept her 
behind him. "Babe!" he called desperately, as an- 
other and another rifle-ball cut through the thick 
planks of the door at different angles. 

The hillite, awake to the situation now, needed no 
further smnmons; and when the girl protested, he 
picked her up bodily and carried her to the deep 
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recess between the front wall of the cabin and the 
huge Ipg-and-mud chimney that extended into the 
room five or six feet. Here, for the time, she was 
reasonably safe, for the wall opposite the chimney 
was imbroken by aperture. 

John Marshall was at work now. Three rapid- 
fire shots from his V^chester, throu^ an apertmre 
in the door attacked, silenced for a moment the bat- 
teries in front; and he sprang to the door at the rear 
and sent a singing message through, only to re- 
turn as quickly to the front where the firing had 
recommenced. 

He calculated by the crack of their rifles that the 
stormers were some distance from the house, and he 
knew that he must keep them at a distance — ^that 
the moment the muzzles of their guns could be 
placed against the crevices of the doors it would be 
all up with him. If only the room were in black 
darkness! 

The girl, detained in her place of safety by sheer 
force, was now almost frantic. 

"Babe, Babe,'* she begged, "help him — ^for God's 
sake, help him — ^for my sake. Babe! There's a gun 
over there in the comer — get it and shoot I I swear 
I'll stay here if you only will— Horrors, how they 
are firing! — ^Babe- " 

But the erstwhile gentle, docile creatmre of her 
leading turned on her with savage vehemence: 

"No," he blazed, "no!" 

"Then let me go!" cried the ghrl; "let me fight 
beside him! " 
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This time the man's powerful axm pinioned her 
against the wall. 

"Fight your own kind for him? — ^for him that's 
robbed 'em? — ^By God, you won't! You'll stand 
right here and see him take his medicine! — ^I've done 
give him his chance." 

Mary Elizabeth cast a despairing look at the man 
who was waging single-handed his losing fight with 
death. He had stopped to reload now; the sweat 
was streaming down his face. The grim Knes about 
his mouth, the quick, sharp movements as he re- 
turned fire or threw in the shells, spoke not less 
eloquently than did the sinister patter ollead against 
the front wall and splintering door, how desperate 
were the straits of the cabin's sole defender. 

Hugging the wall as best he might, but still dan- 
gerously exposed, Marshall once more half-emptied 
his magadbe of bullets, firing into the outer black- 
ness in directions fancied to correspond with the 
latest flashes from their guns, and again the hostile 
shots seemed discharged from farther distance. 

The girl covered her eyes. If only the Hearer of 
Prayer would hear! She was ready to compromise 
now— to trade with Him on any terms. But He had 
tiuned His face away — away from this spot that 
was haimted by the tragedies and the violence of sin. 

A cessation of the shots Inside; the girl opened her 
eyes wildly. 

John Marshall was replenishing his magazine. As 
he stood facing the fireplace, the blaze of the hickory 
log seemed bent on having a critical view of him 
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and shone vividly in the cabin for a brief moment. 
Something red was dyeing his shirt-sleeve in spots! 
The spots were widening! 

The moxmtaineer caught the girl in the wild dash 
that she tried to make, and, heedless of the pitiful 
cry she uttered, forced her back to the shdtered 
comer. 

"Let him take his medicine," he hissed. 

But Marshall had heard, and, dropping his rifle 
on the table, was at her side in an instant. 

^^Maryj are you hurt? Are you hurt?^^ 

It was with the loss of an all-important moment 
that he stopped to be reassured of her safety, for 
while he yet paused beside her, frightened, imbdiev- 
ing, the crisis came. One terrific crash against the 
timbers of the rear door shook the very rafters of the 
cabin, bending the bar-brackets and bursting the 
hinges from the door. 

Marshall sprang to regain his rifle, but it was too 
late. The shattered door was thrown down across 
his way, and he was facing a half-dozen gun-barrels, 
while swarming, vengeance-seeking natives were 
pressing into the room to witness a finale delayed for 
their gloating enjoyment. 

With the falling apart of a big log in the fireplace, 
the flames leapt high, rq>eating themselves in weird 
and fantastic fitfulness on' the cold steel of the level 
guns, and in the veiled glitter of the eyes of a man 
who stood slightly apart, but who, Marshall knew 
only too well, was the directing fate of that whole 
grim company. 
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The next instant, something had come between 
John Marshall and death — sl slight, frail woman, 
with arms stretched wide as if to further shelter 
him, was offering her own breast to the threatening 
gmis. 

A big man in the front of the mob knocked up the 
menacing rifle-barrels in the same moment that 
Marshall swept the girl aside. 

Then, somehow. Babe Davis, stmmed and bewil- 
dered at the way the girl had flashed away from him, 
got mixed up in the scene. The astonishment and 
cmiosity created by his presence and by the presence 
of the girl gave paxise for a moment to even their 
hxmgry vengeance. 

In that moment Mary Elizabeth was pleading 
with the man who had struck away from her breast 
the levelled gims. 

"Ri, I gave yoiu* baby back to you," she panted, 
"the doctor said I saved his life — ^you said you 
would do anything for me — ^Ri, give me this man's 
life!" 

The room had become strange with men in whose 
eyes was implacable vengeance, but action was for 
a space delayed. They were men and not demons, 
so this woman had to be dealt with, got out of harm's 
way. 

Ri Slaton stood before the pleading girl, his big 
chest heaving, his hands gripping tight his own rifle- 
stock. When she had finished speaking he reluc- 
tantly placed his gun against the wall and folded 
his arms. 
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"I kin do this much," he said, "an' no more. 
He's got to die." 

It was John Marshall himself who silenced her — 
taking her tight by both arms, he turned to Babe 
Davis a face in which exasperation and desperation 
were strangely mixed. 

"Babe," he exclaimed, "Babe, it does look as if 
you could hold her! Take her out of this, can't you? " 
But he whiq>ered, "Ify darling^** as he forcibly 
consigned her to Babe Davis's keeping. Then he 
faced his enemies. 

"Men," he said, making a play for one last des- 
perate chance, "for you are men — ^I know it's all up 
with me, and I accept the fact. You can easily 
shoot me to pieces if you choose, for I am imarmed, 
but I'm here to tell you that it would be damned 
unsportsmanlike. Anybody can murder in cold 
blood, but it takes a man to kill like a man. Now, 
come at me, but come one at a time. Let's be men 
to the last. There are two knives there — ^Babe 
Davis brought them to have it out with me, man to 
man, with no advantage, except that he brought his 
second with him." He turned and looked deep into 
the eyes of the girl whom Babe Davis was now hold- 
ing tightly by the wrists. 

She was standing very straight — ^and tall for her — 
and her eyes answered the last-stand courage of his 
own. He addressed the men again, who were now 
muttering ominously among themselves. 

"Give me one of those knives and give one man 
at a time the other, and we'll do this thing right." 
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"Hell!" snarled Bud Davis, "who ever heerd o' 
givin' a viper like you a weepon! An' I ain't a-goin' 
to be chose for no sech performance. / " 

"No!" blazed Marshall at him so suddenly that 
he jumped back. "A miserable, cowardly cur like 
you is not worth fighting ! I want a man / " 

Somebody laughed a jeering laugh, and somebody 
else echoed it, and Bud Davis fell back in the crowd 
with all the demon in him roused and ready for the 
demoniac. 

"Who do you want?" Ri Slaton asked the ques- 
tion rather in whimsical curiosity than in any spirit 
of accepting the challenger's audacious terms. 

"Trav Williams," promptly replied Marshall in 
shrewd pxu^uance of his desperate stratagem. The 
girl with Babe Davis caught her breath with a 
smothered scream. There was a ripple in the crowd 
again — ^this time of sheer admiration. 

Trav Williams, who had so far held aloof like a 
silent, overshadowing fate, now laid his gun aside 
and came forward with a look of self-conscious pride 
and satisfaction — ^he had had the compliment of his 
life. Between a desire to demonstrate how well he 
deserved Marshall's subtle praise and the recollection 
that he had not yet pimished this foolhardy stranger 
for daring to threaten him, and in the presence of a 
whole storeful of men, Trav lost his head. Then, 
too, the girl herself was looking on — the girl about 
whom Marshall had dared to give him orders — ^and 
the girl who had interfered between him and what 
he most coveted. Here was a chance to even up 
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with the stranger^ and to punish, more terribly than 
in any other way, that re-embodied spirit of Welchel 
Dale's that had dared to cross his path again to 
plague him. 

With one long insolent look at Mary Elizabeth 
he came forward and took his choice of the 
blades. 

"Don't do hit, Trav," urged one of the now ex- 
cited crowd. "Le's " 

"Do you think he can't hold his own?" asked 
Marshall with a subtle smile. 

"No, but, Trav, he's jest a " 

"Your friends seem to be uneasy about you," said 
Marshall to the now thoroughly roused man before 
him. 

"Wa-al, I ain't oneasy," replied the man grimly, 
and then to the protesting crowd: "Who's a-runnin' 
this here thing, I'd like to know? No, I don't need 
your advice an' I don't need your he'p. Stand back, 
boys!" and the crowd widened. 

The two men grasped their weapons and stepped 
apart, but Marshall held up his hand against the 
signal to begin. 

"Men," he said firmly, but pleadingly, "that girl 
must be taken out — ^it's barbarous to let her witness 
a thing like this. Make her go! Pick her up and 
carry her^ — this because he had caught the defiance 
of her glance. 

Two very yoxmg fellows and Ri Slaton moved to- 
ward her in spite of a growl of disapproval from Trav 
Williams, but she somehow gave Babe the slip again, 
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and in a twinkling had snatched a pistol from a near- 
by shelf. 

"Keep back!" she exclaimed. "Did Welchel Dale 
ever play the weakling?" 

The men of her people knew the type better than 
did Marshall, and they turned their attention again 
to him. 

"Let me put her out that door," he entreated. 

But at a signal from Trav, Eli Hawkins was al- 
ready coxmting, "One, two— "and Marshall barely 
had time to make ready for the spring of his adver- 
sary on the loud and ringing "three!" 

The circle instantly gave back. But all that the 
^1 could see was two men locked together, so evenly 
matched, so desperately opposed, that they seemed 
for a long time scarcely to move at all, and only the 
initiated could have guessed at how great a cost each 
slight advance of foot or hand was made, could feel 
how eloquent of tremendous force was every inclina- 
tion backward or forward of each powerful form. 

Suddenly the circle closed in in breathless excite- 
ment and the girl coizld see no more, but she could 
guess how the struggle went, by the alternate cursing 
and cheering of the exdted crowd. 

The sounds of struggle increased— and then, a ter- 
rible, sickening fall, and savage cheer upon cheer! 
Babe Davis clapped his big hand over the girl's eyes, 
but there was no need of it, for her vision was swim- 
ming before her; but still in her ears were the sounds 
of struggle — terrible, tense struggle — this time of two 
bodies that were writhing upon the floor, and which 
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was above and which beneath she knew only too well 
by the tightness of Babe Davis's hand upon her 
eyes. 

Then all suddenly fell a silence — a silence more 
terrible than any sound of struggle could have been. 
Babe Davis's hand dropped away. 

The on-lookers seemed petrified as they stood in 
a widened circle now, where all might see. A man 
lay on his back with stark, wide eyes staring at the 
stdngles above, and another knelt above him with 
something red in his weapon hand. The kneeling 
man raised his eyes slowly 

"Mary, I had to do it," he said. 

Then out of the awed silence came one clear, sharp 
soxmd, and John Marshall dropped back, wide-eyed 
too, and staring at the shingles above. 

"Bud Davis! Cmardr and Welchel Dale's child 
was beside the man who had fallen, with her hand 
over the ugly hole in his breast. 

Then, amid the pandemonium that broke loose, 
Bud Davis went creeping, creeping toward the girl. 
Evil epithets were pouring from his lips, his great fist 
was tight clinched. 

But he did not reach her, for a long, gaimt, but 
powerful man swxmg full upon him. 

There were soimds of another fierce struggle, but 
Mary Elizabeth did not heed this time. Her ear 
was laid to the heart of the man who was staring as 
Trav Williams stared — ^neither did she realize when 
brother and brother, in the death struggle together 
because of her, staggered in the blindness of their 
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hate, and pitched out of the open door to have their 
final reckoning together in outer darkness. 

Mary Elizabeth did not heed, for her ear was laid 
to the heart of the man who had fallen, and that 
heart had not answered her. 

And then — somehow — ^nothingness! 
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Mary Elizabeth stared at the wall. It was just 
the inside of weather-boarding, and was quite rough 
— ^but it was whitewashed — that was very nice. 
But — some one was speaking — speaking — outside. 

" Dead — ^both of them," the voice said. " Brothers, 
too, they say. Fought the life out of each other like 
wild beasts there in the rain and dark. It would be 
an interesting story to know from the beginning." 

Whom could he be talking about? And whose 
voice was it that sounded so strange? Mary Eliza- 
beth sat up and looked about her, wondering. She 
was in a little shed-room somewhere — a perfectly 
strange shed-room. Three sides were roughly boarded 
up. To the left was a wall of logs — the main house 
was on that side. But what house? The strange 
voice was speaking again: 

"Ready, Felix? Take this and ride to the cross- 
roads store that Mr. Horton directed you to. Ask, for 
the storekeeper himself, and rent a team and wagon 
from him at any cost. Tell the old man that John 
Marshall was Idlled in an attack on his cabin last 
night, and that his friends want to remove the body." 

Mary Elizabeth sat still. 

Primitive life lies ever dose to tragedy, and primi- 
tive women have been bred through the centuries 

386 
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to sxififer supremely and be silent. Mary Elizabeth 
sat still. Yes, she remembered, but the wild agony 
of it all was past. Indeed, this could not be called 
suffering at all — this dead, imfeeKng calm. 

So this was the end, and she was facmg — that 
whitewashed wall. 

Then, by almost subconscious movement, she was 
straightening out her dark locks and was braiding 
the heavy mass of ciu:ls down her back. She stood 
up — ^it took an effort to do it, for her limbs ached 
now, and now the whitewashed wall was threatening 
to slip away. But, in a moment or two of steadying, 
things cleared for her, and she turned to a door that 
she found, and opened it. 

One step, and she was out on a small back porch 
and standing over two strange men who were seated 
on the steps. In the next instant they were on their 
feet facing her, and their hats were quickly removed 
after a manner that was not of the hills. They had 
on big riding-boots, she somehow took in, and one of 
them had nice eyes. 

"Why, why, youVe come to your sens — ^you've 
waked up at last, have you?" he of the nice eyes 
inquired with gentle solicitude. "I'm afraid I make 
a poor sick-nurse not to keep a sharper eye on my 
patient." 

"Yes," said the girl, in answer to his question, 
"and this house ?" 

"Is the haxmted house." 

"Where is Ae?" she asked, and she laid her hand 
hard against the door facing. 
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" In here," he replied in a low tone, and he pointed 
to a half-open door. "Do you want to see him?" 

For answer she followed him into the darkened 
room. His step was very quiet and he held his soft 
wool hat in his hand as he led the way to the bed 
in the dim comer. The girl slipped past him and 
paused by the form that was stretched out before 
her. She lifted back tenderly a stray lock of hair 
that lay on the white forehead, when — ^John Mar- 
shall tumed his head slightly and opened his eyes 
full upon her. There was a moment of dead pause, 
and then 

"Is it life or death for me? — say which," he 
whispered. 

The girl dropped on the floor beside him with her 
head and arms on the bed. She was sobbing aloud 
now from the shock of too great joy, and the woxmded 
man was struggling to quiet her. 

" I saw you killed before my eyes," she cried franti- 
cally. "I saw Bud Davis shoot you!" 

" John, Doc says you must lie still ! " The man who 
had entered with her was speaking now, and with 
authority. " My dear yoimg lady, try to be quiet ! " 

"You said he was dead, yourself," she declared in 
a wild whisper, while the desperately controlled sobs 
shook her slight frame. "I heard you send word to 
the store!" 

"Oh, did you hear that ruse!" exclaimed the man. 
"I sent that message to keep off other attacks till 
we could get John safe away. I'm so sorry, I'm 
so sorry," but stooping low over her he whispered: 
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"You must control yourself. John is very badly 
hurt." 

"Fred Bearing," said the wounded man in a piti- 
fully weak voice, "if you whisper to my sweetheart 
again, I'll get up from here and knock the top of 
your head off!'' 

Between the whispered warning, Marshall's at- 
tempt at lightness,and her own in herent heroism, 
the girl got herself in hand again. 

The threatened danger to the top of his head, or 
something else, took Fred Bearing over to the mantel- 
shelf and busied him there. His back was turned 
squarely to them as John Marshall gathered the 
half-plaited curls that hung over the girl's shoulder 
and pulled her face over very close to his own. 

"You haven't answered my question, yet," he 
whispered, looking deep into her violet eyes. 

With one swift glance at Bearing's back, she 
stooped and kissed him. And then her soft cheek 
was pressed to his own, and he was whispering as he 
held her to him: 

"Life, girl, is so vastly bigger than any theory 
of it!" 

Fred Bearing was back again in a minute or two, 
this time looking rather grim, the girl thought. 

"John," he said, and Mary Elizabeth shrank at 
what she felt was a touch of hardness in his voice; 
"John, Frierly is going to leave for camp in a few 
minutes, and I want you to send that order." 

"I'll not do it," answered the sick man, promptly, 
in a voice that sounded like the ghost of his old voice 
at its hardest. 
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The man at the foot of the bed looked grimmer 
still, "You can't mean that," he said. 

"Yes, I can, too/' 

Mary Elizabeth was bewildered at a steel-like gaze 
that was exchanged between them, and more bewil- 
dered still when the man at the foot of the bed 
promptly turned and left the room. On the thresh- 
old, however — ^her eyes had followed him — ^he paused 
and signalled for her to follow. 

It took something of finesse, and much of shameless 
bribery, to enable her to get away from the sick man, 
but Mary Elizabeth accompli^ed it at last and 
joined Fred Dearing on the back porch. He drew 
to the door behind her. 

"You don't know what happened last night after 
John was shot, do you? You've been delirious, you 
know." 

"No," said the girl, and the dark pupils of her eyes 
dilated suddenly. 

"Well, about forty-five of us from the camp got 
here just as John was plugged — ^we had been warned 
of his danger by a little hillite named Tony Thag- 
gin, and came fuU-armed, so we easily surroxmded 
and caught nearly the whole gang. Of course some 
were woxmded on both sides, but we bagged the bxmch 
at last. When the fight was over, about half of our 
men escorted the captives to camp with the inten- 
tion of keeping them prisoners there till they could 
be tiuned over to the coxmty authorities." 

The girl, who had been listening with wild eager- 
ness, now interrupted, excitedly: 

"And what— what will that mean?" 
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"The penitentiary or worse, for the last one of 
them." 

"No, oh, no!" she gasped. 

" You feel for them, too?" he exclaimed, passion- 
ately. "See here, those poor devils were fighting for 
what they believed to be their own — ^but I can't make 
John see it right — ^I can't move him. And he's so 
sick, I'm afraid " 

"Was that what you and he were talking about?" 

"Yes, I've been trying to make him send an order 
for those fellows to be turned loose before the sheriff 
and posse get there — ^his word is law at the camp — 
but he's like flint. He's " 

The girl turned to the door quickly, but the man 
laid his hand on her arm. 

"Are you going to John about it?" 

"Yes." 

"He's awfully sick, you know — a doctor who came 
with us says it's a question — ^it's bad to stir him up, 
but " 

"How soon woizld this message have to be sent to 
save them?" she asked. 

"Why^ now, if at all." 

The two looked at each other for a moment of 
wavering, and then the girl made the decision. She 
opened the door and re-entered the room, followed 
by Bearing. The young fellow whom she had seen 
with Dearing when she regained consciousness, now 
came up the back steps and entered inmiediately 
after them. 

John Marshall's dxill eyes lighted pitifully as the 
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girl came to him and took her seat on the edge of the 
bed beside him. 

"Mr. Frierly is ready to go," she said very gently. 
" Have you any message to send? Have you? Have 
you? " She was leaning over him with her violet eyes 
looking deep into his soiil. 

Marshall started and turned his head away. 

"No!" he exclaimed, feebly, but passionately. 

"Haven't you — dear?" 

But the hard look came into his graying face again. 

"Yes, Frierly," he said, sharply and bitterly, to 
the one who had entered last; "tell Horton to hold 
those men " 

But a small firm hand was promptly laid over his 
mouth and a girl's fearless eyes were challenging 
his own. 

"You are too weak to talk," she said; "I am 
* stronger '"—with an accent that only he and she 
imderstood. "Mr. Frierly," looking up at the man 
who still awaited orders, "tell Mr. Horton that Mr. 
Marshall says hold those men no longer — ^that they 
are hardly to be blamed for the step they took." 

The little hand was pressed suddenly tighter over 
the lips that were touched with cruelty. Fred 
Bearing's eyes widened quickly. 

"Tell him," contmued the girl, "that Mr. Mar- 
shall says to assure the prisoners they shall be paid 
a handsome price for their farms, and that no injus- 
tice or imkindness shall be done them. And • . . 
and . . . get them to promise peace." 

Fred Dearing was breathless. 
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Frierly stood with indecision. He was stupid at 
best, but he had his grave doubts now. 

The girl slowly removed her hand from John Mar- 
shall's mouth, but she still held his eyes wilii her own. 

" You are too weak to talk much, just * yes ' will do " 
— and then in a swift whisper — "Do you love me?" 

Frierly departed with his astoxmding message, and 
Fred Bearing considerately followed him out of the 
room and closed the door behind them. 

One of the men, who had been doing picket duty 
since the fracas, came up to the steps for news. 

"How's John?" he inquired anxiously. 

"Very much better," said Bearing. 

Bearing and Frieriy had been gone some time and 
John Marshall lay asleep in the quiet room, when the 
front door opened softly, and a long, loose figure was 
silhouetted in the doorway. There were deep 
shadows in the erstwhile smiling old eyes, but a pale 
morning simlight rested on the thin gray hair. 

He looked from the quiet figure on the bed to the 
girl who sat quiet beside it. He stood irresolute till 
she held out her hand to him, when he tip-toed across 
the creaking floor to her side. 

"Honey," he said, as his rough hands closed sym- 
pathetically over both her own, ^^ honey T^ 

"Uncle Beck, I need youl" 

"I 'lowed you did. Blossom, that's why I come. 
The feller what brought me the message said you 
was here." 
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''It has been such an awfiil, awfiil night!" she 
whispered, and she laid her white forehead down upon 
the knotted old hands to which she still clung. 

"A awful night, honey, but the sun rose on time 
this momin' — try to believe that." 

"You heard?" she whispered, and her cold hands 
tightened on his own as if never to let him go. 

"Iheerd,honey." 

"You know how much there is in him — ^you know, 
Uncle Beck!" 

"Yes, honey, I know thar was a great big man in 
hun." 

"You saw — ^you and Babe saw — ^when even my 
eyes were blinded " 

"You seen only one thing at a time. Blossom, but 
you ain't to blame for that — Chit's your sex that's the 
fault of hit. Me an' Babe knowed thar was a splen- 
did spent in him. Me an' Babe — " the old man 
turned his gaze to the long, straight form on the 
bed, and started violently. 

"Why — ^why — ^why — ^Ma'y 'Lizbeth — ^is that thing 
o-frnwin'?" he exclaimed in a startled whiq)er. 

"Yes, but he's sleeping soimdly. If we whisper, 
we'll not wake him." 

"In the name o' God, gal, ain't he dead?" 

"Why, no indeed^ Uncle Beck!" — ^in a tone that 
was, for some imaccoxmtable reason, perfectly in- 
dignant, and then — "0-o-oh, I remember! — the 
message!" 

The recollcctipn of that mcjssago, as heard in that 
gtrange, dim awakening, suddenly overwhelmed her, 
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and the next moment she lay sobbing against the 
old man's shoulder at the remembered agony, telling 
him, in wild and broken whispers, all that she knew 
of the storm that had swept over, and of the wreck- 
age that it had left. 

" Tdl me thai agHn, Ma'y 'Lizbeth"— the old man 
was left saying to her, and the big hands that now 
grasped both her shoulders were shaking as he spoke. 
"Tell me that ag'in! — Them fellers was took pris- 
oner, and the sheriff an' his posse sont for — ?" 

"Yes, but they will be turned loose before the 
sheriff gets there — I made him send the order. 
Uncle Beck, I held him down and made him send 
the order." 

"But he's got their lands— he's got their lands an' 
he's goin^ to keep 'em /" 

"Yes, but if you'll believe me, he's going to 
pay for them, and pay well." Then, answering the 
shadow of scepticism in his troubled eyes: "He has 
promised me that he will, and he keeps the faith he 
pledges. Fm going to see that he is not only just 
but generous to every one of them. And I am going 
to make him let me do for them and for their chil- 
dren." 

The two of them tinned and looked at the sleep- 
ing subject of their whispers as he lay before them, 
the embodiment of aggressiveness and power. 

There was a long period of silence between them, 
and then the old man said: 

"You've got a handful, honey; he's a big proposi* 
tion." 
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But the girl laid her slender hand on the powerful 
breast of the sleeping man, and looked up at the 
gray-haired doubter with the fire of Welchel Dale's 
undying courage in her eyes. 

"Tm bigger than he isT^ she said. 

The long-banished smile returned slowly, wrin- 
kling the kindly old face into a semblance of its 
wonted cheerfulness as he shook his head gently and 
replied: 

"Likewise John Marshall ain't goin' to have no 
bed o' roses — ^no siree! He ain't, to say, a-goin' 
to be bored to death for lack o' bein' poked up! — 
Wa-al, wa-al, an' did I ever think I'd come to bank 
on that thar temper!" 

Her eyes sought the face of the sleeping man again, 
and their spirit softened. 

"It isn't going to be so hard, after all," she said. 

"No, kitten, he's got his good p'ints — ^but " 

"But what, Uncle Beck?" 

"Oh, nothin'; but I'm glad hit's you instead o' 
me that's got to manage him." 

"Why, why" — ^indignantly — "you said yoxurself 
that he had a fine spirit — that he had 'a great big 
man in him.'" 

"Go slow, Ma'y 'Lizbeth, go slow! That was 
when I thought the man was dead. Them was post- 
mortem feeKn's, so to speak, an' post-mortem feelin's 
never was designed to fit the livin' man. You'll have 
to Ipt me take a consider'ble tuck in 'em, honey!" 

"No, Uncle Beck — " but the old man went on: 

"Sixty-nine year — sixty-nine year, an' then to 
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make the fool mistake o' praisin' a man while the 
breath is in his body!" 

There was a long silence between them in which 
both their faces gradually became very grave. The 
girPs gaze had sought the fire now — she was strug- 
gling again with remembrance. All at once she 
turned to the old man: 

"Uncle Beck," she exclaimed in an awed whisper, 
" Uncle Beck, where' s Babe? " 

He looked sharply at her white face for a moment, 
and then replied, in a business-like, cheery tone: 

"Babe? Why, Babe's all right, honey. Nobody 
ain't never captured Babe! Yes, yes, honey. Babe's 
all right. He was some done up by last night — ^but 
— ^he's — ^restin' this momin'." 

The long hours of delirimn that had merdf xilly in- 
terposed between the vivid terrors of the night and 
that dim awakening to the pale day had left the girl 
too dazed to fathom what the old eyes were saying. 
She accepted what she heard with a sigh of relief, 
and turned back to the sleeping man beside her. 

After a little, she spoke again, and this time there 
was a certain defiance in her tone: 

"Uncle Beck," she said, "I'm going to marry John 
Marshall." 

"I coiild a-told you that months ago. Blossom." 

"It may be wrong," she ventured, "I know you 
think it is wrong — Of course it must be wrong' ' — 
for the old man was looking away now — "but life — 
*life is so vastly bigger than any theory of it!' You 
see him here — ^I couldn't leave him now — ^I " 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



398 THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST 

He did not answer her, but sat with his face still 
turned away. After a tense moment of waiting the 
girl broke down completely. 

"I necrf you, Uncle Beck!" 

"I'm here, child." 

"But I shall need you alwa3rs." 

"Then I 'spec I'll have to keep in reach." 

"I'm afraid, Uncle Beck, I'm afraidr 

''Honeyr 

"What if — ^if in the big new world he will lead me 
into— what if I should lose the way?" 

''But you mustn't I'' 

"But if his paths prove alluring — ^if I wander too 
far from the hills — Won't you call me back. Uncle 
Beck, won't you call me back?" 

John Marshall lay asleep — asleep with the re- 
turning joy of life beating through his veins— asleep 
with the fulness of triumph and the peace of perfect 
bliss written in every line of his strong face — ^for 
Life gives abimdantly to him who asks neither great 
nor greatly good things at her hands. 

But the woman who watched beside him was look- 
ing away now — ^now that the lids were closed over 
his warm and all-demanding, all-absorbing, waking 
gaze. The tide of life was running low for her. 
Could it be that she was lonely? Lonely for some- 
thing that should be here and was not? 

And would a grave-eyed memory suffice? But he 
was not here. He would never come again, for she 
had failed of his high purpose, had compromised 
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with sin! Here, beside this man, this poor exponent 
of power, that just spirit could never come; and here 
was to be her place f orevermore. 

Then, as if in answer, her hand rested on the 
pocket of her skirt, and she felt the folds of a paper 
within. In a flash she remembered that Uncle Beck 
had put it there, and had said that it was a message 
from her guardian. 

She took the envelope out with strangely mixed 
emotions and read, inscribed upon it: "For Mary 
Elizabeth, in her hour of failure.'' 

The message for this hour! 

She tore open the envelope, but at the first recog- 
nition of the familiar hand, the lines were sadly 
blurred. It took her a minute or two to see them 
plainly. The message ran: 

Dear CmiD: 

I am appealing to you in this your hour of failure— I who 
have failed in what I hoped to do for you here. I am asking 
that you come back to me and let me try again. 

It is with great self-reproach that I let you go to-day, for 
I am sending you out into the world to get the development 
that I somehow failed to help you to. If I had been your 
father I suppose that something of wisdom would have been 
mine by virtue of parenthood, but we childless men are apt 
to make mistakes with children. 

It seems cruel to you to-day that I am sending you back 
to work among your own people, but when you read this in 
your hour of failure, you may forgive. 

I do not hope great achievements from you. You cannot 
work out the salvation of any people for them; you can, 
with your very best effort, but touch their lives on the sur- 
face and hope for development from within. 
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The great question is: How is it to-day with the woman 
in your soul? 

It is for your sake that I condemn you to this task. You 
need something to sacrifice for, to work for, somethii^ to 
awaken your Christian charity. Ask yourself when you read 
this if you are a deeper, tenderer, braver woman than the 
one I sent away. 

You are temperamentally high-spirited, Mary Elizabeth, 
self-suffident and self-absorbed, and once or twice I fear I 
have siuprised ingratitude and even hardness in you. But 
these are, after all, only unripenesses of character. It may 
be that in this hour they have dropped away. 

If so, my child, let us not call this a time of failure, but 
rather a very blessed hour of triumph, for, believe me, the 
only thing which it is given to you to surely direct is the set 
of your own soul. 

Just what you have attempted in the task to which I con- 
demned you— just how far you have failed — ^I have no way 
of knowing. I rest secure, however, in the hope that you 
have done your human best 

And I charge you not to despair. In a lifetime of trying 
to help, I have rarely had a single plan of my making event- 
uate as I hoped; but I have never once failed to trust that 
sometime, somewhere, good would come of even every mis- 
take that was made in the love of God. I absolve you now 
from further effort at what I knew would, so far as you 
yourself could see, ultimately fail; but I urge on you this last 
injunction: Accept compromise or defeat without bitterness, 
knowing that the Hearer of Prayer can bring ultimate tri- 
umph out of our saddest failures. 

I am hoping with all that is in me for a sweetening and 
chastening of spirit for you; and fearing most of all a nar- 
rowing to bigotry that does not recognize all the imiverse 
as God's. I would have you forbear to condemn. 

And yet, I would have you hold fast to your ideals, even 
though the best that the idealist can hope for now is to speedy 
by a helping hand to whosoever stumbles, the coming of the 
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far-off divine event. The command to be perfect was given 
to the race as the Ultima Thule of its spiritual evolution. 
It is your part to make a step forward. It is your part to 
see that somewhere in your soul there bums always an altar 
fire. 
Come to me if you need me in this hour. 

Your Guardian. 

And there, beside the man who slept in questionr 
able triumph, even there in that spot that was 
haimted by the violence of sin, Mary Elizabeth 
turned baci to her guardian spirit to receive at last 
a perfect dedication— a dedication, not only to the 
uplift of her own scattered people, but to the best 
that she could accomplish for the man beside her, 
who belonged, like them, to the imiverse of God. 

And when she gently laid back the dark lock that 
made the white forehead of the sleeping man look 
too much like death, there was no touch of bitterness 
left within her soul — only a secret sense of incom- 
pleteness. 

She knew that she loved this man with all her 
heart — she knew that she would continue to love 
hJTT^ with all her heart, along whatever way they 
should take together — ^to the end. But she knew, 
too, that within her inmost soul would be alwa3rs a 
Holy of Holies into which he could not come. 
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